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ABSTRACT 
 
This qualitative study explores Second Generation South Asian American (SG SAA) 
Hindus’ ideals, values, and meanings associated with gender, and how these ideals affect 
their attitudes towards unwanted sexual contact of women/girls. SG SAAs are an 
understudied population that report high levels of stress due to bicultural identity issues 
and ethnic discrimination, and yet are unlikely to display help-seeking behaviors. This 
study explores some of the cultural factors behind this phenomenon, particularly in terms 
of topics such as unwanted sexual contact (including sexual harassment, coercion, incest, 
and rape). Using an internet-based convenience sampling method, the researcher 
collected data using an anonymous online questionnaire with multiple open-ended 
questions. After using qualitative data analysis software, the researcher interprets and 
discusses the results by drawing on psychological and anthropological literature on 
gender in contemporary Hindu culture, identity in diaspora, and cultural/structural 
violence.  The researcher explains how the results reveal the participants’ internalized 
messages about women’s value and expectations, particularly in regards to sexuality and 
 	   vii	  
family roles. Expected to be independent as well as submissive, modern as well as 
traditional, female SG SAA Hindus are faced with impossible expectations that erase 
their subjectivity and silence their voices. The negative ramifications of this are explored, 
particularly as the participants’ describe the messages they learned about Hinduism and 
the blaming of female victims of sexual abuse.  The study contextualizes SG SAAs in 
terms of contemporary Hindu cultures, and illuminates the ways that certain Hindu 
gender role expectations and attitudes have oppressed women, punished victims of 
unwanted sexual contact, and perpetuated cultures of silence, secrecy, and shame. The 
researcher calls for re-interpretations and re-visioning of contemporary Hindu cultures, 
not only to end alleviate cycles of abuse, but also to address this population’s unique 
bicultural identity issues. Future research and widespread education is needed to explore 
the clinical implications of this study, and to develop culturally specific interventions for 
this silenced population. 
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This Historical Moment 	  
December 16, 2012 was a fateful day not only for Indians, but also for members 
of the South Asian diaspora. On that day, a young woman and her male companion, on 
the way home from a movie in India’s capital, New Delhi, were attacked on a moving bus 
by six men. The men tortured and raped her with unfathomable brutality. The woman 
died approximately two weeks later in a hospital from multiple organ failures and cardiac 
arrest. People all over the world were deeply disturbed and outraged, and protests began 
soon after in New Delhi. This case was distinguished not only for the rapists’ extreme 
cruelty, but also because the circumstances of the case struck chords in the hearts of 
many (Butalia, December 26, 2012; R. Gupta, January 13, 2013; Sugandh, July 7, 2009).  
Many South Asian women, not only in India, but all over the world, saw 
something of themselves in this woman. She was a devoted sister and daughter, a hard-
working college student, and in a committed relationship with her companion. Her 
lifestyle and circumstances exemplified globalization and female visibility in a way that 
reflected changes in the culture, which for middle class India, largely indicated 
modernization. This generation of South Asian women goes to college, builds careers, 
and is more public about their relationships than previous generations. Despite these 
apparent changes in women’s social visibility, the victim’s rape and torture seemed to be 
taken very lightly by police, and many public figures even blamed her for her 
victimization (Daniel, Frank J. and Bhattacharjya, Satarupa, January 9, 2013; R. Gupta, 
January 13, 2013; P.T.I., September 18, 2013; “Victims in Delhi rape case are to blame, 
defendants' lawyer says,” January 10, 2013). 
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Among these were Hindu authority figures. Shortly after the rape, the following 
statement was discussed in the media: “‘Guilt is not one-sided,’ the guru, Asaram Bapu, 
told followers this week, adding that if the student had pleaded with her six attackers in 
God’s name, and told them she was of the ‘weaker sex,’ they would have relented” 
(Jauregui, April 4, 2013).  Many people expressed outrage at these comments, and many 
others agreed with them. Both men and women took to the streets in New Delhi and 
protested for weeks after the rape, calling for reform of the judicial system and greater 
awareness of public sexual harassment, in India, called ‘eve-teasing.’ (Upton, December 
31, 2012). And yet, even as women protested about violence against women, treatment of 
rape victims, and women’s chronic sexualization, others dismissed their arguments and 
their experiences. “President Pranab Mukherjee’s son described women who protested 
against violence in New Delhi’s streets in the days after the rape as ‘dented and painted.’ 
He said the protests had ‘very little connection with ground reality’” (Bhadoria, 
December 27, 2012). This statement marginalized and dismissed the women by 
sexualizing them. Ironically, this is exactly the sort of comment and mindset that the 
protesters were calling out.  
This denial of women’s experiences as valid and real, the rape, its aftermath and 
these public responses all represent parts of a spectrum of violence and oppression of 
women.  The violence is obscured and/or perpetuated by culturally-informed, 
unquestioned beliefs and assumptions about women’s bodies, roles, and meanings, and 
their relationships with men and society. The Delhi rape case’s deeply disturbing 
brutality served as a catalyst for discussions about misogyny, traditional Hindu gender 
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roles and meanings, and women’s experiences of sexual harassment and unwanted sexual 
contact.  Approximately a month after the rape, the recruitment for this study began, and 
it is clear that many of the participants were inspired to participate, in part, due to their 
feelings about the rape case.  
The reader may be wondering why SG SAAs would feel personally affected by 
events happening halfway around the world. This is a valid question whose answer can 
best be understood through learning more about the historical contexts and events that 
influence SAA ethnic identity for both first and second generations. 
South Asian Americans and this Study 	  
South Asian Americans (SAA) have been part of the American landscape for over 
a hundred years, and their numbers have grown substantially since 1965 (Leonard, 1997). 
However, this population is understudied and under-represented in psychological 
research and clinical service utilization. At the same time, mounting evidence 
demonstrates that SAAs underutilize mental health resources, while dealing with 
significant stress related to racial/ethnic discrimination and bicultural identity issues. 
SAAs cope with these issues in culturally influenced ways that are typified through their 
conceptualization and performance of gender roles. Indeed, researchers can understand 
many of the experiences and coping strategies of SAAs through appreciation of the role 
of gender idealization, particularly as it has been shaped by religion. The majority of 
SAAs are Hindu, and Hindu culture has shaped South Asian (SA) and SAA cultures in 
profound ways. Qualitative studies show that many SAAs understand Hindu ideas in 
ways that lead them to make powerful behavioral choices. In particular, SAA women 
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have reported suffering a range of sexual abuses, but are unlikely to utilize mental health 
resources. They are likely to be silent due to cultural attitudes that blame women for 
sexual victimization, and put tremendous pressure on them to typify an idealized image 
of Hindu womanhood. 
Research Questions and Contributions 	  
This study focuses on second generation (SG) South Asian American Hindus, and 
addresses questions that had not been researched before. These questions are: how do SG 
SAA, self-described Hindus conceive of their Hindu ideals, and how, if at all, do these 
ideals affect their attitudes towards different degrees of unwanted sexual contact? The 
study explores what Hindu SG SAA’s learned about the meanings and roles associated 
with gender and sexuality, and how their Hindu upbringings influenced their responses to 
and attitudes towards women/girls experiences of unwanted sexual contact by men/boys.  
 The Role of gender. Images of idealized gender roles in Hindu contexts have had 
a profound effect on how SAAs conceptualize and respond to women’s sexual agency 
and experiences of sexual abuse. This study explores this relationship, and begins to fill 
in a gap in the research literature about the cultural forces that both contribute to ethnic 
identity and deter help-seeking.  
The study focuses on heterosexual sexual encounters and idealizations, and 
includes both female and male participants. By including both genders, the research 
offers a more comprehensive perspective of the cultural forces that shape the values and 
behaviors of this population.  For definitions and descriptions of terms, please see the 
Appendix. 
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Contributions to multiple fields. This study adds to several areas of scholarship. 
It expands the study of lived religion to include a minority religious tradition. It 
contributes to gender studies and counseling psychology literatures. By expanding 
knowledge of how unwanted sexual contact is understood and experienced in the United 
States, it can help to build a model of sexual coercion/sexual abuse experiences. 
Although this study does not reflect dominant American experiences, it may be relevant 
not only for SAAs, but for other Asian American groups as well. I earnestly hope that the 
knowledge gleaned from this study will help psychotherapists develop culturally relevant 
ways of working with this population, and thus will facilitate healing in SAA victims of 
sexual abuse. 
A Brief History of South Asian Immigration to the United States 	  
The Early immigrants. Before 1900, less than one thousand South Asians 
immigrated to the United States. The first mass of South Asian immigrants came during 
1900-1920, and these were almost all men from the Punjab region of Northwestern India. 
They were largely illiterate farmers and farm laborers in their homelands, and they came 
to the United States to seek employment as farm laborers in California. Although the 
majority was Sikh (85%), there were also Muslims (10-12%), and Hindus (3-5%) 
(Leonard, 1997, p. 43). Nevertheless, they were all labeled Hindus by the government, 
which imposed significant restrictions on their opportunities for upward mobility and 
permanent settlement in the United States. These restrictions included being unable to 
marry across racial lines, despite a significant shortage of South Asian women. In 
addition, they were not allowed to own land, and faced significant discrimination, as they 
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were considered “the least desirable, or, better, the most undesirable, of all the eastern 
Asiatic races which have come to share our soil” as stated by the head of the 1909 
Federal Immigration Commission’s investigation of East Indian laborers (Leonard, 1997, 
p. 42; Shankar, 2008). 
The 1966-1977 immigrants. In contrast to the South Asian immigrants during the 
early 1900s, this group of immigrants was highly educated. The 1965 Immigration and 
Nationality Act changed quotas from 105 immigrants per Asian country to 20,000, with 
special preference given to highly skilled people (Leonard, 1997; Bhatia, 2007).  Eighty 
three percent of the Indians who settled in the United States during this period received 
visas for professional reasons: “roughly 20,000 scientists with Ph.D.’s, 40,000 engineers, 
and 25,000 doctors” (V. Prashad, 2000, p. 75). This population of first generation 
immigrants was young, highly educated, and successful even before their emigration 
(Sahay, 2009). Moreover, unlike the earlier South Asian settlers, they did not experience 
severe limitations of their civil rights. Prashad (2012) writes: 
In India they were born after independence had been won, and in the United 
States they arrived after the civil rights battles had already won them dignity and 
rights. This double privileged population also had the incredible fortune of state 
supported education and state-selected immigration practices to give them the 
feeling that they were invincible . . . Their blindness to their twice-born status was 
helped along by the U.S. establishment media that championed them as a ‘model 
minority’ (one that did not need welfare and overt state support), and by the 
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Indian establishment, which, by the 1980s, celebrated their overseas success and 
longed for their surplus investments (p. 11-12).  
This population inherited many privileges and rights that were hard-won by the people 
that came before them, both in India and the United States. They enjoyed a special status 
in their families of origin due to their achievements. At the same time, this group 
encountered discrimination in all areas of their American lives, as well as the stresses of 
adaptation to new cultural milieus in a new country. The model minority image, as well 
as the ‘golden’ image in South Asia, obscured the stresses and hardships that this 
population encountered, particularly as religious minorities.  
 Immigration from South Asia continued throughout the 1980s and 1990s, but 
these immigrants were, for the most part, sponsored by their family members—the earlier 
immigrants. In addition, these immigrants were less educationally and economically 
privileged; many took jobs as motel owners/workers, taxi drivers, and small business 
owners. Furthermore, particularly during the 1990s, educated South Asian immigrants 
entered with H-1B temporary visas, and were used as cheap labor, particularly by 
Technology corporations. These corporations paid and continue to pay extremely low 
wages and minimal benefits. As a result, immigrants after 1977 have not experienced the 
economic success and stability of that earlier generation. Likewise, their children did not 
achieve the same level of educational and economic success (V. Prashad, 2012; Sahay, 
2009; K. I. Leonard, 1997; Rajan & Sharma, 2006; V. Prashad, 2000). 
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The Present Study 	  
This study’s participants are predominantly children of the 1965-1977 
immigrants, and like their parents, they are highly educated. They have been profoundly 
influenced by their parents’ internalization of the model minority image, their parents’ 
presentations of Hinduism and South Asia, and their own experiences of Bollywood and 
other South Asian cultural exports and media. At the same time, this second generation 
has faced its own set of identity and cultural issues while growing up in the United States. 
All of these influences have shaped SG SAAs’ attitudes towards ethnic and religious 
identity, gender roles and meanings, and sexuality.   
Introduction to the Researcher 	  
 I am a SG SAA Hindu whose parents came from Northwest India in the early 
1970s. As such, I identify with the participants, but I also have a unique educational 
background that affords me a wider perspective. In addition to my doctoral work in 
Counseling Psychology and Religion (Boston University), I have also completed a 
Master of Divinity degree (Harvard University), during which I focused on Hinduism 
both in South Asia and the United States. In addition, I worked as a researcher at Harvard 
University’s The Pluralism Project, and as an interfaith chaplain in a hospital setting. 
These experiences gave me a breadth of knowledge about the lived experience of 
Hinduism and Hindu theologies, both as a Hindu and an academic. I believe that these 
experiences have been instrumental in crafting this study, and analyzing the results in 
nuanced and complex ways. 
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Overview of this Text 	  
The following text is organized into six chapters, starting with a literature review. 
This chapter provides valuable context and information about Hindu SG SAAs, 
particularly as differentiated from first generation SAAs. This discussion illuminates the 
unique psycho-social challenges that Hindu SG SAAs face, particularly in the areas of 
gender, sexuality, and bicultural identity. In doing so, the reader can appreciate the 
meanings and contexts behind the research question. The following chapter is a 
presentation of the study’s methods, and I build upon the previous chapter by discussing 
my procedural rationales. The results chapter follows the methods, and it provides a clear 
and straightforward presentation of the participants’ responses to the questionnaire.  
At this point, I offer the reader two discussion chapters. The first discussion 
chapter draws on issues presented in the literature review, while providing in-depth 
exploration of the results. In particular, I focus on results that seem contradictory, and in 
doing so, bring in additional psychological literature. This literature, understood 
alongside the study’s results, provides both depth and coherency—thus providing some 
profound answers to the research questions. The second discussion chapter offers the 
same functions, and adds to the discussion by contextualizing the results in terms of 
larger social phenomena and literature on social violence. Both discussion chapters are 
framed by discussion of poignant and telling quotes from a hugely popular television 
serial of the Ramayan. This television serial, directed and written by Ramanand Sagar, 
was one of the most famous television programs in India and throughout the South Asian 
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diaspora. Its messages influenced contemporary Hindu culture in ways that continue to be 
felt today (Banaji, 2010; Gangopadhyay, 2011; P. Mankekar, 1999; Sagar, 1990). 
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Literature Review 	  
This chapter provides a consolidation of a wide range of psychological and 
anthropological research literature, all of which provides context and background to the 
research question. Most studies have focused primarily on FG SAAs, and this research is 
valuable in understanding the historical and social contexts of SG SAAs. At the same 
time, previous research on SG SAAs is even more instrumental in understanding the 
psycho-social challenges that this population faces. In this chapter, I provide relevant 
research on FG SAAs, while delineating these findings from research that is specific to 
SG SAAs. I did not include studies that focused on other South Asian and SAA religious 
groups, or studies in which most of the population studied were likely to identify as non-
Hindu. 
This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of a range of important topic 
areas, including bicultural identity, model minority myths, gender idealization and gender 
roles, and the study and practice of Hinduism in America. In addition, the chapter 
connects these topics to the issues at hand: attitudes towards gender, sexuality, and 
unwanted sexual contact within this population, as influenced or informed by Hinduism.  
Bicultural Identity Issues 	  
Diasporic identity and post-diasporic identity. The label of diasporic identity 
indicates identification with a homeland (the country/region of origin). The homeland 
may be literal, figurative, or both. 
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Diasporic identity and the FG. FG SAA immigrants identify as primarily SA, and 
secondarily, as American. They express their identification with the homeland through 
the creation and maintenance of myths about the homeland and what it means to be from 
that homeland. These myths are informed both by personal experience in the homeland, 
and as a response to alienation in the new country. Thus, the myths offer psychological 
benefits, including a sense of worth and value (Mukadam & Mawani, 2007; Abad & 
Sheldon, 2008; Bhatia, 2007a; Bhatia, 2007b). 
Post-diasporic identity and the SG. In contrast, second generation (SG) SAAs are 
post-diasporic, and although they may uphold myths about their parents’ homeland, 
America is their homeland. When SG SAAs go to South Asia, it is in the context of 
‘visiting’, and not ‘returning home.’ They see themselves as fully American, with South 
Asian background and heritage (Das Dasgupta, 2007; Mukadam & Mawani, 2007; Abad 
& Sheldon, 2008). Mukadam and Mawani (2007) characterize SG SAA identity as hybrid 
identity, stating that this population “incorporates aspects of the culture of their ancestors 
combined with that of the land in which they were born—a hybrid culture and identity 
that is their defining characteristic” (p. 196). 
Dissonance between cultures. First and SG SAAs must negotiate multiple 
identities, roles, and expectations in different cultural environments including work, 
school, and social situations with other SAAs and non-SAAs. 
A new social location and identity. As adult immigrants to the United States, FG 
SAAs deal with this cultural navigation as mature persons. Raised in South Asia, they 
likely have experienced a sense of themselves as normal, and have internalized this 
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experience. In the US, their customs, values, and sense of self are considered, as a 
minority group, unusual and even abnormal. Thus, this generation experiences isolation, 
alienation, and discrimination based on cultural, racial/ethnic differences, which they 
may never have experienced in South Asia (R. Mahalingam, 2006). 
Performing South Asian-ness: Double binds and the SG. Both non-SAA and FG 
SAA Americans view SG SAAs as representative South Asians, but for different reasons. 
FG SAAs often endeavor to ‘pass down’ their cultural values and ethnic identification 
(John & Montgomery, 2011). With both non-SAA and SAA, SG SAAs are pressured to 
perform South Asian-ness, as actors must perform as though they are truly another person 
with another experience. These expectations contribute to many SG SAA’s confusion 
about identity and belonging (Rajiva, 2006). 
Marginalization and racialization in the larger American context. Unlike the FG, 
the SG does not enjoy the benefits that their parents’ experienced; they do not grow up in 
a culture that offers them a sense of belonging, acceptance, and their own normativity (P. 
A. Kurien, 2005; Rajiva, 2006). As with other Asian Americans, mainstream culture 
devalues SG SAA males as sexual beings, considering them to be effeminate and 
therefore inferior to African-American and Caucasian men. Females, on the other hand, 
are alternately sexualized as ‘exotic’ or desexualized (K. Ahmed, 1999; B. Ahmed, 
Reavey, & Majumdar, 2009; Narain, 1999; Purkayastha, 2005). Treated as foreign by 
many Americans, while sharing common facets of American life, SG SAAs learn to think 
of themselves as different. Often, they are assumed to represent South Asia or South 
Asian-ness. In contrast, SG Caucasian European Americans generally are not expected to 
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represent their European heritages. Thus, the SG is treated as racially inferior or non-
normative (Purkayastha, 2005; Purkayastha & Ray, 2012, p. 28; Kibria, 2002; Rajiva, 
2006). 
South Asian with parents. FG SAAs often endeavor to ‘pass down’ as much of 
their cultural values, morals, and ethnic identification as possible, but do so as a minority 
group, without much support from a larger culture. The parents expect the children to be 
South Asian without having actually lived in South Asia (John & Montgomery, 2011). As 
a result, SG SAAs often experience dissonance between the cultural and ethnic self-
identification of their parents and their actual experience as Americans. Both non-SAA 
and FG SAA Americans view SG SAAs as representative South Asians, although for 
different reasons. These expectations contribute to many SG SAA’s significant confusion 
about identity and belonging (Rajiva, 2006). 
Navigating two, often contrasting, cultures and their expectations.  While the SG 
must contend with culturally-informed expectations and pressures from their parents’ 
generation, they must also contend with American cultural expectations. There are 
significant differences and potential conflicts between the social customs and 
expectations of mainstream culture and SAA subcultures. SG SAAs must learn to act in 
socially normative ways in multiple cultural milieus during formative periods of their 
lives (John & Montgomery, 2011; Robinson, 2009). When SAAs are able to function 
well both in SAA subcultures and in mainstream culture, they are labeled as ‘bicultural’ 
or as having ‘bicultural competence’ (Omizo, Michael M. Kim, Bryan S. K. Abel, 
Nicholas R., 2008; Sundar, 2008).  
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Double-binds. This puts them in multiple double-bind positions. Double binds 
occur when a person or group receives conflicting messages about how to act, and is thus 
put in a position in which they will suffer negative consequences no matter what choice 
they make. The SG SAA person learns from a young age that they will be punished (by 
SAA society and family) if they follow some mainstream cultural expectations, and they 
also learn that they will be punished (by non-SAA) if they do not. In addition, they learn 
that they are expected not to see these punishments as such, but as natural consequences.  
This causes tremendous stress (Visser, 2003). 
Cultural frame switching. Bicultural individuals must manage at least two main 
cultural frames, which Chen, Lee, and Benet-Martinez (2006), describe as “interpretative 
frames or schemas, defined as networks of discrete specific constructs” (p. 742). SG 
SAAs use these cultural schemas in order to make decisions about how to behave in 
socially appropriate ways. The process of going from one schema to the other (depending 
on changes in the social environments) is called frame switching (Benet-Martinez, Leu, 
Lee, & Morris, 2002; Chen, Lee, & Benet-Martinez, 2006). This is the mechanism 
through which SAAs manage to function in seemingly incompatible environments, and 
still maintain a coherent sense of self.  
Lowered Psychological Function. Despite being considered high functioning 
due to this cultural flexibility, research shows that people with bi-cultural identities are 
prone to mental health issues due to feelings of isolation, lack of belonging and role 
conflicts (W. M. Liu, 2002; W. M. Liu & Iwamoto, 2006). Experiences of 
marginalization and discrimination cause significant stress and conflict in many SG 
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SAAs (Romero, Carvajal, Valle, & Orduña, 2007; Wadhwani, 2001). For example, SG 
SAA women’s experiences of cultural conflict have been shown to predict body 
dissatisfaction and maladaptive eating attitudes (Reddy & Crowther, 2007). Finally, 
research has shown that although SG SAAs report higher acculturation levels than their 
parents, they are also highly unlikely to seek help for any mental health problem (Frey & 
Roysircar, 2006; Neha, 2004; Omizo, Michael M. Kim, Bryan S. K. Abel, Nicholas R., 
2008b; Periyanayagam, 2008; Shah, 2010; C. C. Wong, 2007; S. J. Wong, 2010; Y. J. 
Wong, 2010). 
Gender Idealization and Model Minority Myths 	  
Stereotypes. Stereotypes about minority groups abound, and they have negative 
effects on multiple non-dominant groups, namely women and African Americans, 
especially when others’ behaviors towards the minorities are influenced by those 
stereotypes (Steele, 1997). Asian Americans are associated with both positive and 
negative stereotypes. Clearly, negative stereotypes negatively impact minority groups 
(Steele & Aronson, 1995), but positive stereotypes also can have significant negative 
effects (Shen, Wang, & Swanson, 2011). These stereotypes include beliefs that Asian 
Americans are hard-working, good at math, cooperative, either asexual or hypersexual, 
and impervious to the negative effects of racist or discriminatory treatment (A. Gupta, 
Szymanski, & Leong, 2011; Patel, 2007; Shen et al., 2011; Tummala-Narra, Inman, & 
Ettigi, 2011; Yoo, Burrola, & Steger, 2010).  
Internalization of stereotypes and model minority myths. Both first and SG 
SAAs are susceptible to the internalization of these stereotypes. Consequently, SAAs 
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may feel that they have much to prove; they must fulfill stereotypes of model 
achievement and behavior. This leads them to feel invisible and isolated in their own 
struggles, especially when their struggles defy social expectations (e.g. experiences of 
mental illness, difficulties in school) (A. Gupta et al., 2011; Kanukollu & Mahalingam, 
2011; Shen et al., 2011; Y. J. Wong, Owen, Tran, Collins, & Higgins, 2012; Yoo et al., 
2010).  
A defensive posture. First and SG SAAs are likely to develop a defensive posture 
in response to stereotypes, discrimination, isolation, and disconnection from family and 
SA society. When immigrants experience continual discrimination and an inhospitable 
reception in the new country, the immigrants are more likely to become more entrenched 
in their native traditions and cultures (P. Kurien, 2004; R. Mahalingam, Philip, & Balan, 
2006). Because SAAs are not continually exposed to the complexity and constant change 
of SA cultures, SAAs’ (defensive) embrace of their native culture may be highly 
informed by their nostalgia, imagination and projection upon the native country, and their 
response to stereotypes and discrimination in the new country. This may be especially 
true of SG SAAs, who often develop a monolithic or idealized image of SA culture, 
based on the presentation of the SA culture by the FG (P. A. Kurien, 2006; P. A. Kurien, 
2007; R. Mahalingam & Leu, 2005; R. Mahalingam, 2003; R. Mahalingam et al., 2006; 
R. Mahalingam Joel, 2003).  
Idealization as part of a response to stereotypes and discrimination. Research on 
both first and SG populations show that SAAs’ idealization of South Asia and Hinduism 
often leads to a reification of traditional gender role expectations. Both first and SG SAA 
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women experience pressure to uphold cultural ideals and maintaining traditions within 
the family, while demonstrating an ‘old-world’ sort of identity that is self-sacrificing, 
chaste, and relentlessly loyal to family (R. Mahalingam & Leu, 2005; Mahalingam, 2006; 
R. Mahalingam & Haritatos, 2006; R. Mahalingam Benita, 2007; Patel, 2007). 
Partially in response to ethnic discrimination, and in support of a model minority 
image, SAAs attempt to present South Asian society as wholesome, ancient, spiritual, and 
organized, in effect—a model (Hindu) community (Bhatia, 2007a; Bhatia, 2007b; S. S. 
Dasgupta, 1989). These gendered expectations are, in no small part, an outgrowth of 
idealization of Hinduism. 
Gender roles and the ‘moral compass.’ There may be no aspect of SAA culture 
that better exemplifies this population’s struggle to maintain SA identity, respond to 
discrimination, and create SAA community than its gender idealization, particularly with 
women. As one scholar eloquently stated,  
Lata Mani (1993) notes, ‘Questions of tradition and modernity have, since the 
nineteenth century, been debated on the literal and figurative bodies of [South 
Asian] women . . . It thus comes as no surprise that the burden of negotiating the 
new world is borne disproportionately by women, whose behaviors and desires, 
real or imagined, become the litmus test for the South Asian community’s 
anxieties or sense of well-being’ (Das Dasgupta, 2007, p. 95). 
Religion is a powerful way that gender idealization and expectations are transmitted to 
SG SAAs. Through religion, the SG learns a cultural schema through which they are to 
make decisions and ascribe worth to others and themselves. Thus, religion offers a 
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“moral compass” that orients the individual towards how to act and how to create and 
experience meaning and value (Joshi, 2006, p. 63). This has tremendous effects on 
various areas of women’s experience. 
 Sexual agency. In this sort of system, women’s sexual agency is suppressed 
through social norms about sexual desire, agency, blame, and stigma. Female sexuality is 
dangerous, as the enactment of it outside of marriage can potentially bring 
embarrassment and shame to a family. As a result, female sexual expression is something 
that must be controlled and limited. While male sexual expression must also be 
controlled, it does not carry the connotations of stigma and shame that accompany female 
sexual expression (Hunjan & Towson, 2007; S. Rudrappa, 2002).  
Hinduism and sexual expression. Hindu religion, presented as monolithic and 
replete with images of obedient women, has been used to support a view of the ideal 
moral woman as equivalent to a woman with no sexual knowledge, unless that 
knowledge is gathered after marriage with her spouse. As a result, sexual knowledge and 
experience, even if gained through non-consensual sexual experience, has been seen as 
somehow detracting from the value and reputation of a woman, and by extension, her 
family (Gill, 2009; Abraham, 1999).  
 Work and education. SG SAA women are educated at a much higher rate and at a 
much higher level than their mothers’ generation (K. I. Leonard, 2005; Rajan & Sharma, 
2006). Both genders are expected to use their education and have successful careers, but 
females are also expected to be competent cooks and housekeepers and are assigned 
household responsibilities, while the male family members are expected to be 
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“spokespersons for the community” (Purkayastha, 2005, p. 98; Bhalla, 2008). Therefore, 
SAA women must be able to act both as perfect (SA-style) homemakers and successful 
(Western-style) career women. 
A Lived Religion Approach to Studying Hinduism 	  
“Out of touch” in South Asia. Western religious studies scholars often write 
about SA Hindu women in ways that come across (to Hindu women) as misrepresenting 
their religious experiences and identities, and as diminishing the ways that they express 
themselves and create change within their families and communities (Menon, 2000; 
Sugirtharajah, 2002; Sugirtharajah, 2003). “Feminists working in India find themselves 
out of touch with ordinary Hindu women because they offer very little in terms of 
message and meaning that resonates with the lived experience of these women” (Menon, 
2000, p. 77). Moreover, religious studies scholars often focus on particular forms of 
goddesses that are more attractive to Western feminists, like Kali, while writing 
dismissively about goddesses like Lakshmi, although Lakshmi arguably holds a much 
more powerful position in the minds and hearts of a far larger number of Hindu women 
(Bradley, 2009; Doniger & Doniger, 2009; Eilberg-Schwartz & Doniger, 1995). 
A Text-based approach versus women’s actual experience. One of the reasons 
for this disconnect is that most religious studies scholarship is heavily focused on 
religious texts, and texts do not play a large part in Hindu women’s lived experiences 
(Sugirtharajah, 2002). For example, the treatment of Goddess Sita by her husband, the 
God Ram, as explicated in the texts of the Ramayan, is often cited as evidence of a strong 
patriarchal affront to the Hindu woman (Gross, 2009; Hess, 1999). However, religious 
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studies scholars utilize texts when making these judgments, often interpreting women’s 
current experiences through textual lenses. By doing so, they lose sight of the ways that 
Hindu women orally wrestle with, interpret and re-interpret, tell and re-tell this story in 
community and family settings. Hindu women primarily use colloquial and regional 
versions of stories, not written documents. This is true of both SAs and SAAs (Davis, 
2005; Menon, 2000; Sugirtharajah, 2002).  
SA women and FG SAA women. Both SA and FG SAA Hindu women play a 
significant, if not central, role in continuing religious rituals and traditions within the 
family, and they are often charged with the responsibility of transmitting religious 
knowledge to the younger generations (Menon, 2000; Pintchman, 2007; Sugirtharajah, 
2002). FG SAA Hindu women take greater responsibility in the administration of their 
temples and religious community functions than SA women (Hawley & Narayanan, 
2006; Narayanan, 2006; Sutherland, 2003).  
A lived-experience approach to the SG. The field of research on SG Hindu SAAs 
is still in its infancy. In this project, I am intentionally taking an approach that honors the 
lived experience of Hindu SAAs. This approach contrasts with mainstream Western 
religious studies approaches in which non-members of a religion are considered better 
interpreters than members. Many Hindus experience this approach as imperialistic and 
offensive (Tilak, 2007). As a Western-educated SAA, I see the benefits of both ‘insider’ 
and ‘outsider’ perspectives, and I take a stance that individuals are the best interpreters of 
their own experiences and religions. 
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American Hinduism 	  
Hinduism homogenized. Hinduism includes a diversity of texts, practices, 
customs, beliefs, deities, and theologies that cannot be neatly categorized as a single 
religion (Hawley & Narayanan, 2006). However, in America, to satisfy the legal 
requirements of a non-profit organization, religious organizations in America are held to 
requirements that are based on traditionally Judeo-Christian community structure. All 
religious organizations are expected to have a centralized locus of power, and to observe 
a congregational type of format. Without the history and structural support of the larger 
society (as in South Asia), Hindu SAAs (particularly in the 1980s-1990s) developed 
religious communities that included members from multiple regions of India (Bauman & 
Saunders, 2009; Blum, Fessenden, & Kurien, 2009). As a result, a blending of Hindu 
ideas, customs, and beliefs occurred and a more unified and nonsectarian type of 
Hinduism emerged (Chakravarti, 2007; P. Kurien, 2004; Prothero, 2006). With this 
blending comes a loss of the particularities of the Hindu religions, and the SAAs created 
a new sort of Hinduism that might be described as “ecumenical” (Bauman & Saunders, 
2009).  
Transmission of Hindu identity. Hindu identity is often transmitted through 
family relationships, media, and temple culture. 
 Rituals at home. Hindu identity is transmitted from the FG to the SG by example. 
Parents and grandparents, usually women, demonstrate Hindu practice through activities 
at home, which include ritual worship, prayers and chants. The SG learns how to conduct 
these rituals, at least superficially, and they also learn about etiquette around sacred 
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items, such as items used during puja. Occasionally, temple priests (pujaris) may have 
been invited to the home to preform special rituals, thus creating a meeting ground 
between temple experiences and home experiences of Hindu identity (P. G. Min, 2010; 
Narayan & Purkayastha, 2009).  
Media. One of the most powerful and influential ways that SG SAAs learn about 
Hinduism is through media, especially movies and television. Storylines and characters in 
soap operas, dramatic serials, and movies often illuminate and demonstrate Hindu 
worldviews—including moral decision-making and gender roles. In addition, lengthy 
dramatic renderings of the famous Hindu epics Ramayan, Mahabharat, and other 
scripture-based dramas are tremendously popular throughout the SA diaspora. The FG 
relies on using media to transmit Hindu values to the SG. Moreover, SAA families often 
view media as a group, discussing and reflecting on the content together. In this way, 
viewing Hinduism-related content offers a point of connection and shared engagement 
between the first and SG (Banaji, 2010; Gillespie, 1995; Joshi, 2006; Mehta & 
Pandharipande, 2010). Indeed, some families even treat the viewing of religiously-
oriented media as a devotional activity, making signs of respect when divine characters 
appear on screen, and eating only prasad (sacred and blessed food) during the viewing 
(Gillespie, 1995). 
Temples. The local temple has become, for many first and SG SAAs, a 
centralized location in the production of ethnic identity (P. A. Kurien, 2007; Purkayastha, 
2005). Many SG SAAs describe being taught, from an early age, a community narrative 
about Hinduism as spiritually and socially ‘superior.’ In addition, this narrative includes a 
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selective history and presentation of Hinduism as a distinct identification, especially from 
Islam (Purkayastha, 2005). This narrative frames Hindu-ness as synonymous with 
authentic Indian identity, and it diminishes the diversity of religions and cultures in India 
and throughout South Asia (P. A. Kurien, 2007a; Narayan & Purkayastha, 2009; 
Purkayastha, 2005).  
Unwanted Sexual Contact 	  
Unwanted sexual experiences and negative psychological effects. A broad 
array of research on American and world populations has shown that unwanted sexual 
experiences, even when consented to, as in the context of coercion, are linked to poor 
psychological functioning, including depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress 
disorder (Broach, 2006; Zweig, J. et al., 1999). One definition of sexual abuse is a 
“violation of a person’s human rights, integrity and wholeness, rather than merely a 
violation of laws or social mores” (Poore, 2007, p. 108). When considering the results of 
these studies, it is even more evident that sexually coercive behaviors, while often 
condoned or even encouraged in certain cultures and subcultures, can have profoundly 
harmful effects, and should be considered as part of a larger spectrum of sexually abusive 
behavior. 
Benevolent sexism. Research on diverse American and world populations reveal 
that there is a relationship between sexism and proclivity towards sexual abuse of women 
by men. Benevolent sexism is of particular importance to the current study, as benevolent 
sexism is distinguished from hostile sexism in that women’s gender is both viewed 
traditionally and idealized. Benevolent sexism is related to discrimination against women, 
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putting women in positions that justify male control and male decision-making, and 
positive evaluations for women who follow conventional gender roles. Furthermore, men 
who endorse benevolent sexist beliefs are also more likely to endorse hostile sexist 
beliefs, which are associated with higher rape proclivity, justification of violence against 
women after infidelity, and ‘justification’ of rape (Duran et al., 2011; Forbes, Adams-
Curtis, & White, 2004; Choi et al., 2011).  
SAAs and difficulties in expressing experience. Currently, literature about 
sexual abuse and unwanted sexual experiences among SAAs is limited. However, the 
available literature demonstrates several important points, including the limitations of 
studying South Asian and FG SAA, using English terms like rape and sexual abuse. 
These terms have powerful connotations in the English language, but South Asian 
languages do not always have analogous terms (S. D. Dasgupta, 2007; Poore, 2007). 
Indeed, a study of FG SAA women showed that the women had significant difficulty 
locating adequate language to discuss their responses to unwanted sexual experiences and 
experiences of coercion. These women had words for rape, but their experiences did not 
fall neatly into that definition. The women exhibited great difficulty in identifying and 
describing the impact of their experiences and in making sense of how to understand and 
respond to these experiences (Poore, 2007).  
A Wide range of abusive experiences. In approaching the subject of sexual 
abuse with this population, it is best to contextualize abuse within a larger spectrum of 
behaviors and tactics. Poore’s study, among others, demonstrated that SA and SAA 
women report having had a range of unwanted sexual experiences that have had profound 
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negative effects on their psychological functioning (Poore, 2007). These experiences may 
be influenced and/or informed by cultural messages about gender roles and normative 
sexuality (B. Ahmed et al., 2009). 
A Spectrum model and sexual coercion. Sexual coercion, both physical and 
psychological, are parts of a spectrum of violence against women (Gill, 2009). Unwanted 
sexual contact can be understood as including a range of experiences, from inappropriate 
touching to forcible rape. A person may use a variety of tactics to obtain sexual contact 
with an unwilling person, from violent physical aggression to psychological coercion 
(Broach, 2006; DeGue & DiLillo, 2004). DeGue and DiLillo (2004) define male sexual 
coercion as a “class of inappropriate male behaviors in which nonphysical tactics (e.g. 
verbal pressure, lying, deceit, and continual arguments) are used to obtain sexual contact 
with an unwilling adult female (p. 513). Psychological coercion also includes verbal 
threats (both physical threats and psychological threats (Hartwick, Desmarais, & Hennig, 
2007). Physical coercion includes physical intimidation, threats of physical harm to the 
victim or others, and physical restraint.  
Studies of incidence. Because SAA women are unlikely to disclose having had 
experiences of sexual abuse and coercion, little research on incidence exists. However, 
the available research does offer important insights into the prevalence of sexual abuse 
among SAs and SAAs.  
Indian studies. In one study of over two hundred pregnant women visiting a 
Bangalore hospital for antenatal treatment, over 14% reported having experienced 
intimate physical violence, 15% reported having experienced psychological abuse, and 
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9% reported experiencing sexual coercion, all within the context of intimate partner 
relationships. Not surprisingly, the women who reported having had a history of sexual 
abuse/coercion also exhibited symptoms of depression and post-traumatic stress disorder 
(Varma et al., 2007). Another study of 350 schoolgirls in New Delhi revealed that 65% 
had been sexually abused by a family member, and 25% had either been raped, forced to 
masturbate the perpetrator, or perform oral sex (Poore, 2007, p. 117).  
A third study of Indian women revealed that 34% had experienced sexual 
coercion either by their spouses or by friends/relatives. Sixty percent of these women 
reported never having spoken about these experiences prior to the study, citing feelings of 
helplessness and fear (Chandra, Satyanarayana, & Carey, 2009). The researchers discuss 
how Indian cultural expectations of wives’ sexual availability and obedience to husbands 
appear to have strongly influenced the women’s consent to unwanted sexual contact, as 
well as their reticence. 
 American studies. While these studies focused on SA populations, it is not 
unlikely that there exists a fairly high prevalence rate of sexual abuse in SAA 
populations. An American study on hypermasculine traits and sexual coercion revealed 
that Asian/Pacific Islander participants reported having had the most sexually coercive 
experiences, far above the average for Caucasian American participants. Nearly a third of 
these participants identified as Hindu. The authors noted that their research had also 
revealed that Asian/Pacific Islander women are unlikely to disclose having experienced 
sexual abuse, leading them to believe that their participants underestimated the incidence 
rate of their experiences with sexual coercion.  
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Help-seeking and sexual abuse: the Effects of cultural beliefs. Certain cultural 
beliefs lead to the normalization and/or denial of the seriousness of sexual violence. 
These beliefs include sex being for male pleasure only, the wife as belonging to her 
husband and lacking full ownership of her body, and women as responsible for their own 
sexual victimization (Abraham, 1999; S. D. Dasgupta, 2000; S. D. Dasgupta, 2007; 
Hunjan & Towson, 2007; Kallivayalil, 2010; Poore, 2007). 
Shame and social exposure. In addition, shame is a major motivator in women’s 
silence. Because family and social image are highly valued in South Asian and SAA 
cultures, and women are expected to uphold traditional values, the individual woman who 
risks the family’s good name and exposes personal information about her experience is 
considered to have acted in a shameful manner. Stifled by fear of social exposure and 
internalized expectations of women as silently self-sacrificing, SAA women of all 
generations are unlikely to seek help when they are experiencing violence and/or are 
having mental health difficulties (Starratt et al., 2008; Ahmad et al., 2009; Almeida, 
2009; Kanukollu & Mahalingam, 2011; Periyanayagam, 2008; Pinnewala, 2009; Raj & 
Silverman, 2007; Reavey, P., Ahmed, B., & Majumdar, A., 2006; Singh, 2009). 
However, stigma against help-seeking affects both women and men. While researchers 
have focused primarily on SAA women’s experiences with counseling, research does 
show that both genders are unlikely to pursue mental health services (Loya, Reddy, & 
Hinshaw, 2010; Periyanayagam, 2008; Shah, 2010; C. C. Wong, 2007). 
Double-binds. For SG SAA, the choice to categorize their unwanted sexual 
experiences as abusive can put them at odds with their parents’ generation’s assessment 
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of the situation. Pressures to show family loyalty and to demonstrate South Asian identity 
can make categorizing and coping with sexual abuse even more complicated. Thus, 
bicultural issues such as ambivalence about cultural perspectives and isolation become 
even more salient in the process of understanding unwanted sexual experience and 
seeking help for distress related to that experience (Kanukollu & Mahalingam, 2011; 
Reavey, P., Ahmed, B. & Majumdar, A., 2006; B. Ahmed et al., 2009). 
Unprepared psychotherapists. Intra-cultural norms and values are not the only 
factors that keep SAAs out of therapists’ offices— therapists are lacking useful and 
culturally relevant interventions. SAAs, when they do seek help, often experience the 
therapist as having little knowledge about how their culture and religion influence their 
values, behaviors, and relationships. As a result, they report feeling increased isolation. 
While SG SAAs are more likely to seek help than FG SAAs, they are also 
underrepresented in therapists’ offices (Ahmad et al., 2009; Omizo, M., Kim, B., & Abel, 
N., 2008; Reavey, P., Ahmed, B. & Majumdar, A., 2006; Rathod, Phiri, & Gobbi, 2010; 
Shah, 2010; Singh, 2009; Wadhwani, 2001). 
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Methods 	  
Unlike many research questions for which a quantitative design is most appropriate, the 
research question for this study is most concerned with process and meaning. The 
purpose of the study is to learn about the messages that SG SAAs received about gender 
and sexuality in the context of American Hindu culture, and to learn if and how these 
messages have influenced their definitions and attitudes towards unwanted sexual 
contact. The study is about process in that it is focused on the process through which the 
participants took in these messages, and it is also focused on the process of what the 
participants have done with these messages in relation to their views and definitions of 
sexual abuse. Both of these processes relate directly to meaning; therefore, the study is 
about the meanings of gender, sexuality, and the dynamics of (unwanted) sexual contact 
between males and females. 
Facets of Meaning in this Study 	  
This study is primarily concerned with meaning-making and how those meanings 
translate into attitudes. Meaning-making is an essential part of religious experience. 
There are three central facets of meaning that will be explored in this study. 
Meaning assigned to being Hindu. How do the participants experience and 
express their Hindu identities? What are their Hindu ideals and values? Who are their 
Hindu role models and what are their characteristics? 
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Meaning assigned to gender. How do the participants envision gender roles and 
identities in their communities? What do they consider ‘ideal’ gender roles? What are the 
meanings attached to these gender roles and identities? 
Meaning assigned to unwanted sexual contact. How do the participants 
evaluate and understand the role of consent in situations of unwanted sexual contact? 
How do they evaluate and understand the role of gender identity in these situations? 
How, if at all, do their Hindu ideals influence their understandings of gender in unwanted 
sexual situations?  
A Qualitative Methodology: Theoretical Background 	  
Because the study is focused on meaning, process, and attitudes, I was naturally 
inclined to choose a qualitative, grounded theory design. Moreover, there were additional 
reasons that led me to discern that this is the best approach for this study. This section 
offers some background about the approach I utilized, while detailing the choices I made 
in the research design, as well as the rationale behind those choices. 
 Grounded theory. Grounded theory was initially developed by Glaser and 
Strauss, partially as a reaction to predominant research approaches at the time that 
presupposed that reality was always empirically verifiable (Suddaby, 2006). Grounded 
theory challenges this idea, instead positing that social reality is constructed out of 
individuals constantly observing and interpreting social interactions in ways that 
construct or make meaning. This ongoing process is inherently complex, and thus cannot 
be understood in a nuanced way through a method that reduces it to a set of outcomes or 
preconceived concepts or constructs. A grounded theory approach is called grounded 
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because at its center lies the actual experience and interpretations of the participant. The 
researcher draws on previous research and the constructs and categories that arise out of 
that research, but also focus intently on the constructs and categories that emerge from 
the participants. The researcher utilizes a process of constant comparison of the data on 
multiple levels and ways, and builds theory by closely analyzing the constructs and 
categories that emerge from the participants. At the same time, the researcher utilizes a 
reflexive approach, as the researcher is aware of his/her own subjectivity and biases that 
may be influencing the analysis. The researcher develops theory through their 
interpretations of the new categories and constructs that have emerged in the data 
(Fassinger, 2005; Thornberg, 2012; Charmaz, 2006; Snowden and Martin, 2011). 
 A Constructivist approach. In designing this study, I chose to use a 
constructivist approach. In doing so, I am declaring that ‘perfect’ objectivity is not 
possible, and that it may even be harmful to take a stance of objectivity when utilizing a 
grounded theory approach. Indeed, my own experiences as a Hindu SG SAA contribute 
immensely to my motivation and interest in this study, and it would be impossible to 
separate myself from my own experience and view the material from a so-called 
objective lens. To do so would assume that to be an outsider is to be objective, which is 
also a false assumption. As discussed in the previous chapter, Western feminist religious 
studies scholars have often taken the stance of outside observer and interpreter, and this 
has led to negative consequences. By taking a constructivist approach, while 
acknowledging my own capacity for bias, I work to avoid making assumptions about SG 
SAA’s experiences and/or imposing my own categories and constructs onto the 
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participants or the data. In this way, I choose to follow a growing number of Western 
educated researchers who have chosen to design research that treats the study participant 
as an expert on his/her own experience (Ali, M., Moel, H., & Leathers, 2008; Mahmood, 
2009; Narayan & Purkayastha, 2009). 
This choice is an informed one, and is based not only on my personal values, but 
on a tradition of constructivist feminist inquiry. This tradition locates both myself and the 
research endeavor in the same sphere as the participants; the research endeavor is socially 
influenced and implicated with social meaning, as are all social interactions. Plummer 
and Young (2009) discuss how (feminist) grounded theory is based on the same 
assumptions that inform Blumer’s (1969) “Symbolic interaction (SI) theory” (p. 310). 
These are:  
“1. Humans act toward things on the basis of the meanings things have for them. 
2. The meaning of things is derived from the social interaction one has with 
others. 
3. Meanings are taken in and modified through an interpretive process” 
(Plummer, Young, Plummer, & Young, p. 310). 
All three of these ideas are evident throughout both the content of the research 
question and the act of analyzing and interpreting data.  
Rationale for Study Design 	  
With the above theoretical background in mind, I designed a methodology that 
builds upon previous research (both quantitative and qualitative), and also invites new 
concepts and constructs to become apparent. In designing the study, I considered, at first, 
 	  
34	  
a quantitative approach. However, after a review of the existing instruments, I decided 
that a qualitative approach would be most appropriate for the research question, for the 
following reasons. 
Dearth of previous population-specific research. Because this population is 
understudied and difficult to recruit as research participants, there is a dearth of previous 
data that offers a valid list of concepts on which to build a hypothesis. As discussed in the 
previous chapters, there has not yet been a study on SG SAAs that examines religion, 
gender, and attitudes towards sexual abuse. There have been studies on each of these 
areas, and two areas at a time, but the combination is a new one. A quantitative study 
would require there to be some validation of the constructs and concepts that are being 
asked about in the measure, and there is simply not enough previous research on the 
second generation with which to construct a new measure (Creswell, 2009; Gottheil & 
Groth-Marnat, 2011) 
Lack of valid quantitative instruments.  As of yet, there have been no 
instruments in this subject area that have been validated with a SG SAA population. 
There are two measures for Hindu SAAs; one focuses on “Hindu Pathways” (ways of 
practicing Hinduism, as in, yogic paths), and the other focuses on the use of Hindu 
practices in coping with stress (Pargament, K., Murray-Swank, N. & Tarakeshwar, N., 
2005; Tarakeshwar, Pargament, & Mahoney, 2003). While these topics overlap with this 
topic, the way that religiosity is conceptualized is primarily practice-based, in terms of 
ritual practice and rule adherence. However, SG SAAs are unlikely to describe 
themselves as religious in terms of this conceptualization, but are more likely to describe 
 	  
35	  
themselves as culturally and spiritually religious (Joshi, 2006). Moreover, I am less 
interested in adherence to rules and ritual practice than on the internalized meanings and 
values of Hinduism as experienced and utilized by the participants. 
Danger of making assumptions. Because the research question is focused on 
meaning and process, it lends itself naturally to a design that exposes or explores process. 
Most quantitative studies are less concerned with process, and are most concerned with 
testing a hypothesis. In order to create a hypothesis and to test it with good validity, the 
researcher has to be confident that the questions are based on valid constructs, categories, 
and concepts. In this case, there is a danger of making assumptions, due to the issue with 
the dearth of previous literature, as well as the researcher’s own subjectivity and personal 
identity as a member of this group. Because of my in-group status, I was concerned about 
imposing my own assumptions or categories on others, which would, ironically, be a 
replication of the errors for which I was critical of some feminist scholars. Therefore, I 
sought to design a study that would be informed by previous research but not constrained 
by it, and that would make my in-group status an asset and not a liability (Ellis & Chen, 
2013; Jennings, K., Junek, R., & Kachel, 2012; Roy, 2012) 
Development and Implementation of Research Design  	  
The study was designed with multiple cultural and ethical considerations. I 
reviewed literature on internet-based research and considered the pros and cons with this 
particular population. 
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 Internet-based research. In recent years, multiple scholars have discussed the 
benefits and limitations of using the Internet to conduct research (Alessi, 2010). There are 
multiple reasons why the benefits outweigh the limitations in this particular study. 
 Sensitive information. One of the primary reasons SAAs are under-represented in 
therapists’ offices and in research studies is their culturally-informed hesitation to discuss 
personal and sensitive matters in a public situation. The participants will be able to 
complete the questionnaire in a private environment, such as their home computer. They 
will also not be required to share any self-identifying information. Because of these two 
factors, the participants are more likely to be honest and forthcoming (Das, Ester, & 
Kaczmirek, 2011; Lieberman, 2008). 
 Accessibility of the Internet. One of the main criticisms of Internet research with 
diverse populations is lack of accessibility for some of those populations. However, 
Asian Americans are more likely to have multiple home computers than most other 
populations (Suarez-Balcazar, Balcazar, & Taylor-Ritzler, 2009). Moreover, SG SAAs 
are a highly educated population, and are highly likely to own multiple computers with 
Internet access. 
Ethical considerations. The participants were not asked any identifying 
information, and the IP addresses and locations of their computers were blocked through 
surveymonkey. Their responses were therefore anonymous and confidential. Before 
seeing any questions, participants were first presented with an informed consent form, 
which they were required to sign before continuing on to the questionnaire. The informed 
consent indicated that participants may feel emotionally upset during the completion of 
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the questionnaire, and they are allowed, at any time, to discontinue the questionnaire, 
with or without submitting their answers. Participants were not required to answer all 
questions and could choose to answer only questions they felt comfortable answering. 
After exiting the questionnaire, the participants were shown a list of national hotlines 
especially geared towards supporting sexual abuse victims and their families. 
Inclusion/exclusion criteria. People who identify as SG, SAA, and Hindu were 
included in the study. People who do not identify as Hindu were excluded because the I 
am concerned specifically with the influence of Hinduism on the participants’ attitudes. 
FG and 1.5 generation persons were also excluded. These generations have actual lived 
experience of residing in South Asia and identifying South Asia as a primary home. 
Because of those experiences, their relationships to Hinduism, South Asian identity, and 
American identity will likely differ significantly from the SG. Finally, people who are not 
of SA decent will be excluded, as their context of identification with Hinduism will not 
fit in the scope of the study. This population’s attitudes will have been potentially shaped 
by unique factors, and this study cannot simultaneously explore those factors and SAA 
factors. 
Recruitment. SAAs are a population from which it is difficult to collect research 
study participants, particularly in sensitive subject areas. The central issue is that of 
public image, and SAAs are highly unlikely to publically support or endorse any research 
study that may tarnish their public image. However, privately, many SAAs are aware of 
the social problems and issues within their communities, and are interested in supporting 
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research that may lead to benefits for their communities. Therefore, while they are eager 
to help, they are not eager to show their interest in helping in a public way. 
This recruitment process took the unique cultural values and issues of this 
population very seriously. This recruitment process supported the autonomy of the 
organizations and the individual participants by reducing the potential for social pressure 
or embarrassment, and by being sensitive to their privacy through anonymity. Because of 
this, even in the Boston University Institutional Review Board application, I did not list 
the names of the organizations I contacted with invitations. In addition, I did not ask the 
organizations for written agreement to share the study information with others, or any 
acknowledgment of the invitation whatsoever.  I sent the invitation letter only once to 
each contact.  
All recruitment was conducted through the Internet. I first created a list of Hindu 
and South Asian American organizations all through the United States. Then, I gathered 
the email contact information listed on the organization websites. The organizations 
included several of community organization: temples, professional organizations, health 
and mental health-related organizations, college student groups, and arts/culture 
organizations. Thus, I used convenience sampling; however, I did not rely or focus on 
organizations with which I had any previous relationship or affiliation. 
Invitation letter. The email letter to the organizations indicated the following: 
they were free to choose to send or not send the study information to their listserves, I 
would not require any information about their choice or response to the letter, and I 
would not divulge the name of their organization in any public document, forum, or 
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publication. In this way, the letter emphasized that organizations’ privacy is protected; 
they are free to opt-in or opt-out without the potential pressure of social embarrassment. 
The letter clearly communicated that no individual’s identifying information would be 
collected, participation would be completely anonymous, participants could exit the 
questionnaire at any time without saving or submitting their responses, and any 
question(s) could be skipped. In this way, individuals could participate without fear of 
social consequences or pressure to discuss information that they do not want to discuss.  
Protecting privacy and ‘saving face.’ Because of the public image issue, I could 
not expect to get any public or written document that indicates that SAA organizations 
are willing to share the study invitations with their listserves and members. If the 
organizations were to provide such an email or letter, they could be considered to be 
endorsing or supporting the study, however indirectly. That could potentially lead to 
social embarrassment for the organizations, if they are found out to have publically 
agreed to share information about a study on sensitive subject areas. Without any such 
document, the organizations could say that they were simply passing on information, and 
had not vetted the study for its value or considered their stance on the subject matter. 
Thus, organizations would not be expected to publically endorse or support the study, 
which means that in social interactions they do not have to shoulder any direct or indirect 
responsibility for the study. 
Structure and content of the questionnaire. The responses were collected 
through completion of an online questionnaire through the website surveymonkey.com. 
The questions are primarily open-ended (using text boxes), but the questionnaire also 
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included some Likert-type questions. These yielded some quantitative data that may be 
used to create an instrument at a later date. Demographic information was collected, 
including gender, age, educational achievement, generation status (confirming 2nd 
generation status), languages spoken, self-identification of religion (types of Hinduism), 
and region(s) of South Asia with which participants identify ethnically and culturally.  
Questionnaire development. I wrote the questionnaire, in consultation with my 
dissertation advisors, as well as two additional consultants, namely Dr. Arpana Inman 
and Dr. Diya Kallivayalil. Both Dr. Inman and Dr. Kallivayalil have substantial 
experience in research and clinical work (psychology) with South Asian Americans. I did 
this to ensure that my questions would be posited in a way that was accurate and 
culturally relevant, and to ensure that I did not write questions in a way that made 
unfounded or implicit assumptions. As a result, a total of four experts were consulted in 
the development and revision of the questionnaire. 
The Questionnaire 	  
The first page of the study contained the consent form. On the bottom of the consent 
form, the participants were asked to check boxes indicating whether or not they agreed. 
One person indicated disagreement, and the remaining 146 indicated agreement. Of these, 
50 did not qualify for the study, having answered “no” to the first four questions. These 
questions were: 
1. Are you 18 years of age or older? 
2. Were you born in the United States? 
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3. Are your parents immigrants from South Asia (India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri 
Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan)? 
4. Do you identify as Hindu? 
I designed the study such that any “no” answer to any of these questions would lead the 
participant to an exit page. The results that follow do not include any data from the 50, 
only the remaining 97 who answered yes to the four questions and therefore qualified for 
the study. Due to an error in the surveymonkey website these 50 participants who 
answered “no” to one or more of these questions were able to continue on the study. 
Because this is a software-related error, there is no way to know how much of the study 
they were able to see or complete before being redirected to the exit page. 
The participants were presented with the following questions: 
1. Please describe your image of the ideal Hindu woman. What would be her most 
important qualities or characteristics? 
2. Can you give examples of how she would demonstrate her values and qualities? It 
may be helpful to think of someone in your life who represents these qualities and 
values to you, and to consider how she carries them out. 
3. Please describe your image of the ideal Hindu man. What would be his most 
important qualities or characteristics?  
4. Can you give examples of how he would demonstrate his values and qualities? It 
may be helpful to think of someone in your life who represents these qualities and 
values to you, and to consider how he carries them out.  
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5. Please give examples of the individuals, experiences, and/or stories that have 
most influenced the way you envision the ideal Hindu woman and man (these 
may include religious stories and/or media like Bollywood films, Internet content, 
etc.) The Ideal Hindu woman? The Ideal Hindu man? 
6. These influences may have changed over time. If so, what kinds of 
sources/stories/experiences influence how you envision the ideal Hindu woman 
and man at this point in your life?  
The next page contained the following questions: 
1. What have your experiences of Hindu culture taught you about female sexuality 
(for example, in terms of roles, values, and meanings)?  
2. Do you agree with what you have learned? What are some of your thoughts, 
reactions, and feelings about how Hindu culture, in your experience, 
conceptualized female sexuality?  
3. What have your experiences of Hindu culture taught you about male sexuality (for 
example, in terms of roles, values, and meanings)?  
4. Do you agree with what you have learned? What are some of your thoughts, 
reactions, and feelings about how Hindu culture, in your experience, 
conceptualized male sexuality?  
The final page of questions contained the following: 
1. What has Hindu culture taught you about girls’ and women’s experiences of 
unwanted sexual advances (includes pressure to have sex, both inside and outside 
of marriage; coercion, rape, child sexual abuse)?  
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2. How and by whom were these messages transmitted? (Examples: parents, other 
family members, friends, religious stories, popular media)  
3. Do you agree with what you have learned? What are some of your thoughts, 
reactions and feelings?  
4. Do any stories come to mind? (‘Stories’ can include the experiences of others, of 
oneself, or from other sources.)  
5. How do you define sexual abuse (of women)?  
6. How did you arrive at this definition/explanation?  
7. Do any stories come to mind? (‘Stories’ can include the experiences of others, of 
oneself, or from other sources.)  
8. In what way(s) do you think your experiences with Hindu culture have influenced 
your definition of sexual abuse? Please explain and include examples.  
Data Analysis and Coding   	  
After receiving approximately 15 responses, I began reviewing the data, and 
exporting the data into the online qualitative research analysis program Dedoose. As the 
number of participants increased, I began writing analytic memos in which I responded to 
the data, noting possible emerging themes, repetitive phrases, and personal associations 
and responses. In this way, I cultivated an awareness of my own biases and influences. 
After reaching ninety-seven qualifying participants, I began using Dedoose in a first 
cycle of coding. I continued using Dedoose through both cycles of coding. 
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 Types of Coding. Throughout the coding process, I relied on Joseph Saldana’s 
The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers (2009) as a guide. I found the following 
types of codes useful. 
Attribute coding. This type of coding is used for descriptive and demographic 
information (Saldana, 2011, p. 55-58).  It was useful when comparing male and female 
responses, and later, in cycle two, considering gender socialization issues. 
Descriptive coding. Descriptive coding provides summaries of the topics that are 
being discussed, and it helps the researcher develop a vocabulary about the content that is 
based on the actual data (p. 70-73). These began as general descriptors, and then, in cycle 
two, these descriptors became headings for more specific codes. For example, a general 
descriptor was “Sexuality.” In the first cycle, I coded any mention of sexuality as such. In 
the second cycle, several more descriptors were added, including “Power, 
dominance/submission,” “Sexual Pleasure,” “Silence/Hidden” and “Blame Language.” In 
addition, I used descriptive codes for certain types of response—namely, “Indirect 
response.” 
 Emotion coding. This type of coding categorizes the emotions discussed by the 
participant (p. 86-89). The most common emotion expressed by the participants was 
anger, and I found it useful to combine attribute and emotional coding in the second cycle 
to make sense of which gender demonstrated which emotions. 
In-vivo coding. In-vivo codes are short phrases used by the participants to 
describe their own experiences.  These help the researcher identify how the participants 
make intra-cultural categorizations (p. 74-77). I noted this in the first cycle, coding 
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specifically for “Hindu language” and “Bicultural” language, as well as other types, 
including emotions. I found this type of coding to be most useful when looking at gender 
role characterizations. 
Values coding. This type of coding identifies beliefs, attitudes, and values in the 
participant’s data (p. 89-93). Building off of the other types of codes, I used values 
coding in exploring the participants’ descriptions of the relationship between men and 
women. 
 The final two types of coding built upon the previous, and I utilized them 
exclusively in the second cycle. 
  Pattern coding. This type of coding is used to organize the information gleaned 
from the first cycle of coding, and discern patterns that form themes (p. 152-159.)  
 Theoretical coding. This final step in the coding process pulls the previous codes 
together and links them to a central theme (p. 163-167). 
 Throughout the coding process, and particularly in the second cycle, I relied on 
analytic memos to explore ideas and make connections between portions of the data. I 
met with my advisors often and discussed these connections, while pointing to pieces of 
the data. In this way, I continued to check my own biases and to consider the expert 
opinions of my advisors in making sense of the data and conducting a thorough analysis. 
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Results 	  
This chapter is a summary presentation of the 97 qualifying participants’ 
responses. The order of presentation parallels the order of questions in the study. The 
most common responses and phrases are presented in this chapter, and additional quotes 
are presented in the appendix. Most the participants did not answer all questions, and the 
data detailing the number of responses for each question is listed in the appendix as well.  
Descriptive and Demographic Data 	  
Gender. Thirty-two participants (41.6%) described themselves as male, and 45 
(58%) described themselves as female.  
Sexual orientation. The participants were asked to check off one of four possible 
answers: heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, and other (with text space to specify). 
Eighty-three participants described themselves as heterosexual (93.3%), 1 described 
him/herself as homosexual (1.1%), 4 described themselves as bisexual (4.5%), and one 
described him/herself as other, stating, “Somewhere on the spectrum, closer to hetero.”  
 Educational level. The majority of the participants who chose to answer the 
question had achieved at least a Bachelors degree (41.6%, n=37). The next largest 
category were those who had achieved Masters degrees (28.1%, n=25), and the next 
largest group had achieved Doctoral degrees (15.7%, n=14). This sample appears to be 
quite highly educated, with a total of  39 participants 43.8% reporting having achieved 
Masters or Doctoral degrees.  The person who indicated “other” stated that s/he had 
achieved an M.D. According to their self-report, 76 participants (85.4%) reported having 
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achieved one or more college degrees.  The participants were not asked to state their age, 
but it follows that 85% of this sample is at least 22 years of age.  
Languages spoken/understood other than English. Many participants answered 
with more than one language, for example, “Hindi and Spanish.” The languages and the 
number of times that they were mentioned are as follows: Hindi (52), Spanish (26), 
Gujarati (21), Punjabi (9), Tamil (6), French (6), Kannada (4), Telugu (4), Bengali (3), 
Urdu (2), Sindhi (2), Marathi (2), Korean (1), German (1), and Mandarin Chinese (1). 
Three participants mentioned that they could understand the South Asian languages, but 
could not speak the language, which is not unusual for SG SAAs. It is interesting that 
Urdu was mentioned twice in a Hindu population—naming the language as Urdu rather 
than Hindi may indicate that the participants’ families identify as Pakistani Americans. 
Areas of origin and cultural identification in South Asia. As with the previous 
question, some of the participants named more than one location. Some people named 
more than one place, and some named more general areas. The general responses include, 
“North India,” and “Northeast.” Another example is “Sindh but family has lived in Delhi 
since partition.” Most participants mentioned specific states, cities, or countries in South 
Asia. These are: India (33), Gujarat (18), Punjab (7), New Delhi (5), Haryana (5), 
Mumbai (6), Tamil Nadu (3), Sindh (3), Bangalore (2), Kanpur (2), Bengal (2), Uttar 
Pradesh (3), Rajasthan (1), Tamil Nadu (3), Madras (1), Sri Lanka (1), Andhra (1), and 
Bangladesh (1). The responses to this question, along with the responses from the 
previous question, indicate that the participants’ parents were immigrants from a variety 
of areas of South Asia. It appears that the majority emigrated from India, particularly 
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from Southern India (Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, etc.), Northern and Northwestern 
India (New Delhi, Gujarat, etc.), and Eastern India (Bengal). At the same time, Urdu was 
mentioned earlier, and Bangladesh and Sri Lanka were mentioned in this set of responses; 
it appears that this sample is both fairly diverse and representative of Hindu populations 
in the United States.  
Influence of Hinduism on identity. At this point, the participants were presented 
with a Likert-style set of five possible responses. The numbers of responses in each 
category were: No influence (1), Little influence (10), Moderate influence (34), Strong 
influence (30), and Very strong influence (13).   
Importance of Hinduism on identity. The numbers of responses in each 
category were: Not important (5), Slightly important (18), Moderately important (32), 
Very important (22), and Extremely important (11). 
Female and Male Gender Roles, Values, Qualities, and Meanings 	  
The next section of the study consisted of questions about gender. It is notable 
that the last question on the previous page was answered by 88 participants, and yet the 
first question on this page was answered by 47—a drop of 41 participants, comprising 
nearly 47%. From this point onward, the numbers of answers to each question continue to 
decline significantly. 
Female gender roles, values, and characteristics. The idealized Hindu female 
image that the participants described, both individually and as a group, depicted a 
complicated and highly relational figure. The most commonly descriptors were about her 
prioritization of her family, and her personal characteristics demonstrated in family 
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relationships. Examples of the use of the word family include “family oriented,” 
“committed to family,” “providing for family,” “supporting family.” In addition, even 
when the word family was not used, it was often explicitly or implicitly indicated, with 
phrases like, “motherly,” “devoted to others,” “loyal,” “a sister, a wife, a friend,” and 
“puts husband and kids first.” Indeed, although never explicitly stated, almost every 
response implied that the ideal Hindu woman is married to a man, has children, and 
focuses her efforts and attention heavily on the needs of others in her nuclear and 
extended family.  
 The idealized Hindu female’s personal qualities, values and characteristics were 
also often described in terms that imply relationship, particularly emotional relationships. 
Some of the most commonly used words were caring, kind, nurturing, loving, and loyal, 
all of which were used in the context of her contribution to others, especially husbands 
and children. Indeed, several of the participants made statements like, “children and their 
needs first,” and “serves husband and kids first.” These statements, among others, were 
clear in that the ideal Hindu female prioritizes others’ interests and needs before her own.  
 Along similar lines, the ideal Hindu female was often described selfless, self-
sacrificing, and other-focused, with phrases like, “being willing to serve other people 
without expectation of being thanked.” At the same time, the majority of participants also 
used terms like strong, independent, intelligent, and powerful. Moreover, she is often 
described as a career-minded woman and financial provider (for her family). For most of 
the participants, their ideal Hindu woman was the same as their ideal woman. They also 
reflect the participants’ American upbringing.  
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The picture that emerges is complex, especially when considered in relation to the 
responses to the remaining questions in the study. These complications will be discussed 
at length in the next chapter. 
 Male gender. In comparison to the previous two questions, not only did fewer 
participants write responses, the responses they provided were both briefer and vaguer. 
The resulting portrait is overall far less complex and multi-dimensional. The image of the 
ideal Hindu man that emerged was similar to the ideal Hindu woman in terms of family 
being a major focus in his life, particularly in terms of loyalty to his family and 
investment in his children’s lives and education. Several participants noted that he would 
spend time with his family and be committed to providing for them. He is described as a 
protector and provider. Thus, in some ways, his image is similar to that of the female: a 
protective, providing, strong, hard-working, loyal and family-oriented figure. In addition, 
the participants list some general guidelines, which also applied to the woman, including 
attending temple functions, and abstaining from alcohol use. 
 However, the ways that the ideal male demonstrates these qualities differ. The 
most common description of the male is in his role as a financial provider. He is hard-
working in his career, and some of the participants are clear that his commitment to his 
career is one of the primary ways that he demonstrates his care for his family. His hard 
work on the job is part of how he provides a good example for the children, and the 
money that results is used for the family.  
 The greatest contrast to the ideal Hindu female is in terms of his relational role in 
the family, the ideal Hindu man is often described as “dominant,” “leader,” and 
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“decision-maker.” The ideal woman’s description included specific household tasks, like 
cooking, and yet the participants do not delineate any tasks for the ideal man. The 
participants’ answers form a picture that is more about presence or a figurehead. The 
ideal male is the decision-maker, but not the person who carries them out. He is the 
leader, and not the follower. In addition, several participants describe him as prideful.  
 At this point in the survey, the responses begin to indicate emotional responses. 
There is a critical flavor to a few of the descriptions of the ideal man, none of which were 
apparent with the ideal woman. One participant wrote, “Chauvinistic. Wants all rituals 
observed, but with minimal effort on his part.” 
 Finally, a couple of the participants wrote responses stating that the expectations 
were the same for the male as the female. A few more wrote responses that spoke to how 
an ideal Hindu man would be emotionally intelligent, communicative, and respectful of 
women. These responses described a uniquely ideal figure of a person who is extremely 
emotionally mature and considerate of the experiences of women in his life.  
 Influences. The following two questions focused on how the participants created 
their idealized gender images, and if those influences had changed as they grew older.  
The responses to the first of this set of questions contained few words; the responses were 
mostly names. The most common influence, by far, on the participants’ image of the 
ideal Hindu woman were their mothers. In addition, other family members or close 
friends were named, like “Aunt” and “Grandma.” Another common influence is the 
Hindu goddesses, namely Sita, Lakshmi, and Sarasvati, and examples/stories from the 
Ramayan/Mahabharat. Bollywood was mentioned several times, and in particular, two 
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people mentioned Aishwarya Rai, a famous Bollywood actress, as an example of an ideal 
Hindu woman. One person wrote about how the ideal Hindu woman experiences abuse 
and then removes herself and her loved ones from abusive situations, and another person 
noted that Hollywood movies depict the opposite of the ideal Hindu woman.  
 The responses about the ideal Hindu man included some mention of fathers, but 
nowhere nearly to the extent that mothers had been mentioned. Ram, Arjun, and the 
Ramayan/Mahabharat were mentioned several times, as was Bollywood, and a few 
particular Bollywood actors. Two participants mentioned Mahatma Gandhi. 
 The responses to the second question in this set were fewer in number, but 
generally longer. Several participants mentioned peers and family members who were 
influential, as well as “personal experiences” and “movies.” In addition, some of the 
participants wrote responses that explicated more about their personal experiences and 
opinions. These types of responses demonstrated some of how the participant 
contextualizes him/herself in relation to Hindu gender ideals. For example, “These ideals 
are from scriptures. In today’s world, man and woman should be treated as equals and 
they should share their responsibilities.” The person continues with a short commentary 
on psychological health and help seeking. Another person simply stated, “I don’t aspire 
to be the ideal Hindu woman. It’s an ancient religion steeped in superstition and fear.”  A 
third person discussed the evolution of her spiritual path. 
Female and Male Sexuality: Roles, Values, and Meanings 	  
The number of participants who responded continued to decline throughout the 
questionnaire, though it appears that most skipped some questions and went on to others. 
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This means that the participants who skipped may have been viewing the questions and 
choosing not to answer. The possible reasons behind this phenomenon will be explored in 
the following chapters. 
 The structure of this page is similar to that of the previous one: the questions 
focus first on women, then men. 
 Female sexuality. In this section of the study, the responses flesh out the images 
that were presented in the earlier section about gender roles. Many participants describe 
female sexuality as “subdued,” “passive,” and expected to “remain ‘pure’” or “innocent.” 
Many also describe it as “non-existent” or only allowed to exist in the context of 
reproduction with a husband.  
Moreover, female sexuality is dangerous—the Delhi rape case is named as an 
example of how simply being female can incite unwanted contact. Along those lines, 
female pleasure is something that several participants describe as something that “should 
not exist.” Some of the participants’ responses insinuate feelings of anger, as they 
describe what they learned as unfair and sexist. A theme that emerges is one of hiding, in 
that female sexuality and even the female body ‘should’ be hidden. Implicit within these 
sorts of statements is a conflation of the female body and female sexuality. Finally, many 
participants mention that sexuality was rarely ever discussed in Hindu contexts and that 
they were taught that female sexuality and sexuality in general are unimportant. 
 Curiously, some of the responses to this question were not actually addressing the 
question, at least not in a direct way. These indirect responses were all written by male 
participants. One man wrote, “Woman should be educated, religious, and know how to 
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cook.” A couple more wrote about respecting women’s boundaries. At the same time, 
several of the disgruntled participants were men, as demonstrated in responses to the 
following question. Most participants wholeheartedly disagreed with what they were 
taught (25 out of 34 responses). Nine participants agreed, and of the ones who agreed, 
four are female, and they state they agree with some of what they were taught, but not all, 
and a couple noted that they came from unconventional families. The remaining five who 
agreed comprise four males and one person who did not share information about his/her 
gender. These four men agreed wholeheartedly, and yet, even their responses offer a 
complex and initially confusing picture. For example, one male participant wrote, “Yes I 
agree. I believe females are delicate and have been tasked with jobs that men would not 
be able to endure.” 
 Male sexuality. As with the responses about male gender, the participants were 
terser than when talking about female sexuality. Once again, the responses to these 
questions help explicate some of the participant’s earlier responses about male gender. 
The picture that emerges is of male sexuality as the only actual sexuality, or source of 
sexual agency. At the same time, several participants discuss male sexuality as something 
that can be unbridled and yet also easily “forgiven.” One person’s response echoes 
several others when he wrote, “We can do whatever we want without consequence (aside 
from illegal acts).” There emerges from the responses an image of men as lacking 
accountability for their actions. At the same time, they are described as sexually 
dominant and “in control.”  
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 The picture of male sexuality is made further complex by some of the responses, 
which indicate that both men and women did not learn about male sexuality, and that 
men, like women, were considered “non-sexual.” There are also indirect answers. For 
example, in response to question 3, one person wrote, “Male characters in the ramayan 
[sic] and Mahabharat.” Another male participant wrote responses to the questions about 
women, but wrote “N/A” in all the text boxes about men. Another male chose not to 
respond to many of the questions about gender and sexuality, including these questions, 
but wrote “x” in those text boxes.  
 Three out of 26 participants agreed with what they had learned about male 
sexuality. The three all identified as male, and the responses they had written were 
especially vague or indirect. For example, one of them wrote, “stay with your wife” in 
response to question three. Twenty-three out of twenty-six responses indicated 
disagreement, and most of them offered some explication of their perspective. Most 
participants discussed it in terms of gender equality, the sharing of power, and holding 
men accountable for their actions.  A couple of the participants mentioned religious 
stories in which male sexuality is demonstrated through “macho” activities or physical 
feats.  
Questions about Women’s Experiences of Unwanted Sexual Advances 	  
Almost all of the responses included some indication that the participant did not 
condone unwanted sexual advances and/or was personally upset by their occurrence, 
particularly in terms of the Delhi rape case.  Of the 30 participants who responded to the 
question about women’s unwanted sexual experiences, 9 identified as male, 19 as female, 
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and 2 chose not to identify their gender. Their responses can be loosely grouped into 
three categories: “I learned nothing,” indirect answers, and ‘blaming/shaming of women.’  
I learned nothing. Many participants, both male and female, describe the subject 
of women’s unwanted sexual experience as taboo or an issue about which they had heard 
little. These responses include: “Big gap here. Little or no discussion about this in 
religion,” and “No one talks about it.” One male participant stated, “Nothing . . . I would 
be lying if I said I knew anything at all about the msgs [sic] that women receive. That’s 
something that, at least in my family, was discussed between mom and the daughters.” In 
this last example, the participant states that he did not learn anything, and he also seems 
to miss that the question is asking about women’s experiences, and not just messages. It 
is one example, of many more, in which the male participants did not seem to appreciate 
that the question was about women’s experiences. Although this participant was clear in 
his response that he did not learn anything, other male participants were quite indirect or 
unclear in their responses. 
Indirect responses. Most of the nine male participants wrote responses that did 
not appear to answer the questions. Two of these are, “It’s inappropriate” and “It’s 
unacceptable.” These answers appear to be answering a different question, perhaps 
something like, “What do you think about forcing sexual contact on women?” Clearly, 
they do not address women’s and girls’ experiences. In contrast, none of the female 
participants wrote indirect responses. 
This lack of acknowledgement of women’s experience is demonstrated in seven of the 
nine male participant responses. It appears that the male participants all received a clear 
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message that it is immoral to force unwanted sexual contact on a woman or girl. One 
male participant framed this rather abstractly, “Hinduism has taught me that sex is not 
anything in and of itself. It is the interpretation of sex. Given that, it is wrong to force 
upon another individual a connection between two people.” Another male participant 
appeared to conceptualize unwanted sexual contact as related to beliefs: “I feel like a man 
should always respect a woman’s beliefs and never pressure a woman with sexual 
advances.” A different male participant’s response reflects the earlier conceptions of 
females as non-sexual: “What is taught is be respectful and treat females as if they are 
your sister or mother.” 
 Blame and shame. Eighteen of 19 female participants, and 2 of 9 male 
participants described dynamics of blaming and/or shaming of women. They are 
described as needing to be self-protective, and also uniquely vulnerable and helpless. In 
addition, despite their vulnerability, women are described as “inviting” unwanted 
advances, particularly through their dress. Some of the participants describe having been 
taught to avoid any sexual contact at all before marriage, and one participant notes that 
although she was taught that while unwanted sexual advances are “not okay,” she 
believed that she “would be expected to have unwanted sex with my husband as a wifely 
duty.” Women’s desire, in one sense, may be a non-issue within this cultural paradigm. 
Outside of the context of marital relationships with a male, all female sexual contact is 
prohibited. Women are made ‘impure’ by sexual contact, and are discouraged to hide 
their experiences, “keep quiet and try to forget.” One participant states, “To speak out 
against it makes you a slut.” In this way, the picture that emerges is one in which female 
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victims are blamed, and then thought to be further shamed by their divulgence of their 
experience, even in the context of self-advocacy.  
 In contrast to the above, there were approximately two participants who described 
their families as having been decidedly against the above ideas. 
 Disagreement with blaming/shaming dynamics. Nearly all the participant clearly 
disagreed with the victim-blaming stance, and some of the participants shared additional 
thoughts and feelings. Several of the participants’ responses illustrated frustration with 
that stance, and several also indicated that they saw Indians (in India) as ignoring or 
dismissing violence against women. These participants also stated that they desired space 
to discuss these issues in their families and among other Hindus. One participant’s 
response seemed to name the wish behind several of the responses. She wrote, “Young 
Hindu women should be empowered to love and respect and protect themselves and their 
bodies.”  
 Influences and stories that come to mind. Nearly all participants named their 
parents and adult relatives as having transmitted messages about shame and blame. The 
following most common response included the media and Bollywood, religious stories, 
friends, and personal observations.  
The Delhi rape case. The responses showed that the participants were deeply 
upset by that event, and yet it was not entirely surprising to them. One participant wrote, 
“I was harassed everytime [sic] I visited India. Every girl I know has been molested by 
strange men. The message was just to suck it up.” While several participants mentioned 
India as a location where women were particularly vulnerable to sexual violence, some of 
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these participants also made links to Indian Americans, indicating that they were also 
personally influenced by the same culture that supports the victimization of women in 
India. 
Cultural preference for male versus female children. A couple of the 
participants described the root of the issue being about the preference for male children 
over female children, and the general cultural assumption that women are less valuable 
than men.  
A different participant’s response appeared to summarize many of the responses to the 
previous question: “I new [sic] of an organization in college (mannvi . . sp?) [sic] that 
dealt with issues of women and sexual assault among South Asian women in America so 
I knew there’s some sort of an issue but don’t know what it is.”  Indeed, nearly all 
participants report strong feelings and/or disagreement with the treatment of women in 
Hindu culture, and most use terms like “denial,” “keep quiet,” and “passive” to describe 
how women have been silenced, particularly when it comes to advocacy about their 
sexuality. It is no wonder, then, that this participant, like others, knows that something 
dark is amiss, and yet has difficulty identifying what it is. 
Sexual Abuse of Women: the Participants’ Definitions and Influences 	  
The final four questions of the study focus on the sexual abuse more explicitly. In 
the previous sections, the participants were first asked about what they learned from their 
experiences of Hindu culture, and then they were asked about their agreement and/or 
disagreement with those messages. This section is different; the participants are asked to 
share their own opinions throughout. These final four questions are: 
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Definitions. The participants’ definitions of sexual abuse of women have a 
tremendous amount of overlap. They are quite broad, and most clearly state that sexual 
abuse includes a wide range of behaviors, including physical, verbal, and even mental 
advances. The responses are equally split in terms of whether or not the participant used 
the term ‘consent’ or ‘unwanted’ (each used five or six times). For example, one 
participant wrote, “Any unwanted sexual advance, whether physical or verbal,” and 
another wrote, “Making sexual advances on women without their consent.” The idea of 
force and threat came up several times as well, especially in the context of rape, groping, 
and touching. Some of the definitions emphasized certain aspects of abuse. One 
participant wrote, “Anyway [sic] in which one is not a willing and consenting participant 
at all times. Abuse is also where a child/young adult will be forced by societal/parental 
pressures to marry/engage/keep quiet abuse . . . etc.” 
Development of the definition. The participants wrote quite tense responses to 
the question about their development of the definition, many of which were very literal, 
like, “I thought about it and wrote it down.” However, the other responses reflected that 
this was something that often learned though “education.” One person noted, “not 
religious education necessarily.” Many of the participants wrote that it was “common 
sense” and reflective of basic morality. Media, television, pop culture, research, and 
educational experiences at college/in peer groups were mentioned several times. In 
addition, two of the participants mentioned their own personal experiences with sexual 
abuse as having influenced their definition. 
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Influential stories. Thirteen of the twenty participants wrote that there were no 
stories that come to mind. Of the remaining seven, two mentioned recent stories in the 
press (the Delhi rape case), another mentioned hearing stories about rape on college 
campuses, and two mentioned friends who had been sexually abused. One participant 
seemed to associate to the status of women in traditional family units: “I know from one 
of my parents’ friends—they always gave preferential treatment to their son; and used to 
say once the girl is married she belongs to another family but the son will inherit family 
estate and take care of old parents.” 
Attitudes towards sexual abuse. The majority of the participants wrote that their 
experiences with Hindu culture had not influenced their definitions of sexual abuse, 
citing the lack of discussion or acknowledgement about sexual abuse as the reason. 
However, several of the participants provided additional commentary, including noting 
that their upbringings in the United States and “personal beliefs” had been more pivotal 
in their development of an understanding of sexual abuse. Similarly, several participants 
discussed how their experiences with Hindu culture had been difficult or problematic in 
this area, and thus had led to their development of their definitions and perspectives. For 
example, one participant wrote, “First while growing up I was taught that boys are better 
than girls; and girls need to be submissive and quiet. The things need to be kept in the 
family. So little of abuse is to be expected and tolerated by girls. But now I don not [sic] 
agree with this kind of things.” This stance was echoed by many of the participants, many 
of whom stated that these subjects were not discussed in their upbringings, but that they 
should be discussed. 
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In addition to the above ideas, many of the responses in this section reflected 
other thoughts and opinions that were not related to the study subject and previous 
questions, though not necessarily directly to this question. These responses included 
statements about how the lack of discussion about sexual abuse has allowed it to 
continue, feelings of shock at the treatment of the Delhi rape victim after the event, and 
how the lack of discussion about sexuality in general has effected this generation. In 
addition, one participant discussed her own feelings of shame about sexuality, and the 
isolation she has experienced due to the lack of discussion about the subject. 
 The data presented in this chapter offer a complex and at times paradoxical view 
of what the participants learned about gender and sexuality in a heterosexual Hindu 
context. In the following chapters, the data will be reviewed and discussed in order to 
develop a greater understanding of how Hindu culture has influenced these SG SAAs. 
 	  
63	  
Discussion: Making Meaning of Contradictions 	  
The following dialogue is taken verbatim from the English subtitles of the highly 
popular Doordarshan series, Ramayan, and it depicts a pivotal conversation between 
Dashrath (Ram’s father) and one of his three wives, Kaikeyi (the mother of Ram’s half-
brother Bharat). She begins, and Dashrath replies: 
Sire, when the Gods and demons were at war and you went to help Indr 
[sic], the King of Gods, you fought against the demon Shambar there. I was your 
charioteer then. You remember, or have you forgotten? 
I do remember how skillfully you drove the chariot in battle so that even 
great warriors were amazed. 
And how you fainted there on being wounded in battle. If at that time, I 
had not led you out of enemy ranks, you’d not have been alive. I drove the chariot 
to a deserted place and tended to your injuries there. That revived your 
consciousness. Your life was saved. It was a rebirth. You do remember, don’t 
you? 
Yes, I remember everything. And from then, I’ve though my life was 
pledged to you. Whenever you want, I shall give up my life to you. 
Ha! What shall I do with your life? I just want to remind you, you had 
then said, ‘My dearest, you have saved my life. I will give you two boons. Ask, 
whatever you want.’ 
Yes, yes. 
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But I had said, Sire, safeguard my boons as pledges. I’ll ask for them 
when I need it. 
Yes, and today I feel, I was being miserly then. For the bravery you 
displayed, I ought to have given you four boons, not two! (Sagar, 1990, Episode 
14) 
Kaikeyi’s character is depicted as opinionated, strong-willed, and sexy (P. Mankekar, 
1999, p. 209; Sagar, 1990). Moreover, she is highly trained in martial arts, which is 
unusual for a Queen. Kaikeyi had used her skills and prowess to save her husband’s life, 
and he promised her two boons. He appears to continue to be deeply grateful. How does 
she end up being condemned, labeled as one of the most horrible villains of Hindu lore? 
The answers to this question are echoed through the participants’ responses, especially as 
their responses about gender roles, meanings, and power dynamics appear to become 
increasingly contradictory. 
Indeed, these contradictions are puzzling and confusing. How can a woman be 
both staunchly independent and yet utterly deferential to men in making decisions? How 
is it that women are understood to be vulnerable to sexual abuse, and yet are blamed if 
they are abused? What is the role of men in these contradictory dynamics, and why did 
the male participants answer questions about female experience indirectly, and not 
directly? Why do the participants disagree with blaming women for sexual abuses, and 
yet also endorse a view of ideal femininity that includes self-sacrifice, silence, and 
meekness? And why does this continue on; why does this highly educated and American 
population continue to perpetuate gender roles and meanings that blame victims?  
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A Convoluted Perfection: Contradictions in Regards to Idealized Gender 	  
When the participants described their idealized Hindu female and male, they often 
described them in relationship to each other, particularly, in a heterosexual marital 
relationship. Their words are saturated with descriptions of power dynamics, hierarchy, 
and valuation/devaluation, all within the contexts of relationships within the family, and 
the family/individual’s relationship and presentation to non-relatives. It is a picture of a 
subculture in which gender roles and identity carry tremendous meaning and are fraught. 
The participants offered their own personal visions of the ideal Hindu woman, and for 
many, the traditional aspects of the religion had ceased to seem religious. Instead, they 
had become internalized as natural and good. One participant wrote: 
For me, the image of the ‘ideal woman’ and ‘ideal Hindu woman’ are almost 
identical; in other words I personally don’t think that the classification of Hindu 
has a significant bearing on the role/image of a woman. The ideal woman is 
independent who can support herself and her family both financially and 
emotionally. She’s the nurturer within the family unit. 
For this participant, and many others, gender roles seem to supersede religion in defining 
reality. They did not point to religion as defining gender roles and meaning for them, 
rather, they presented what they had seen and been taught in their own families, in which 
Hinduism had been interwoven into their social fabric to the point that it was no longer 
obvious.  
Female gender paradoxes and contradictions. Along the same lines, the 
participants offered idealized views of gender that appeared contradictory, and yet they 
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often did not comment on or appear to notice the contradictions. This is nowhere more 
evident than in the descriptions of female gender.  
Self-reliant yet non-autonomous. The ideal Hindu female is not self-governing, 
according to most participants. She is focused primarily on family, and was often 
described as “family-oriented” and as someone who prioritizes family’s needs over her 
own. Indeed, to others, she may not appear to have needs, because she satisfies her own 
needs independently of others. However, she is also highly attuned to the needs of her 
husband and children, and so she acts in accordance to her family’s desires and needs.  
Independent yet self-sacrificing. Along the same lines as the previous, the ideal 
Hindu female is described as sacrificing her own needs in order to fulfill the needs of her 
family. The participants commonly describe her as loving, nurturing, caring, and devoted. 
These are all words that indicate the recognition of the emotional needs of others. She is 
self-sacrificing, which means that she may go without having her emotional and other 
needs met, yet, she is independent. The word independence implies a lack of need. How 
is it that a woman can both sacrifice her own needs and not have any needs? 
The term ‘self-sacrificing’ implies a revealing dynamic. The ideal woman has 
(some) needs and yet sacrifices herself for others. The word sacrifice indicates a loss. 
Something highly important is relinquished for the purpose of something even more 
important. The ideal Hindu woman is important, but is she as important as others? In the 
idealization of the participants, what makes her important, and what does this mean for 
others? These are some of the questions that will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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Hyper-competent yet deferential. The roles and responsibilities that the 
participants’ described spanned both the traditional and non-traditional. One of the most 
common activities described for the ideal Hindu woman were cooking, childcare, and 
household-related chores. At the same time, the participants’ descriptions also included 
many references to her earning power, financial contribution to the family, and 
educational status. All participants who discussed these non-traditional responsibilities 
also mentioned the traditional ones, thus offering up an image of a hyper-competent 
person who works constantly. She has an education, a career, does all the cooking and 
household chores, and is devoted to the care of her family.   
At the same time, despite her impressive competence, she is deferential to her 
husband. The participants describe her deference in terms of her lack of decision-making, 
and her compliance with whatever decisions are made for her by her husband and male 
relatives. She is described as having opinions but not imposing them or even sharing 
them with others. Her deference includes her choice to be silent. She does most of the 
work, but she does not make major decisions, nor does she even expect to make 
decisions. As one participant wrote, “My mom is an ideal example, growing up, she did 
all of the housework, most of managing our family business, yet when it came to decision 
making, she stepped aside to let my father make the decisions.” 
Male gender: a Questionable dominance. In contrast to female gender roles, the 
participants had far less to say, and yet they almost all discussed the male as the center of 
the household; as a dominant, decision-maker. As discussed in the results chapter, many 
of his roles, meanings, and responsibilities overlap with women’s, but he appears to have 
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fewer (no mention of cooking or housework). At first glance at the data, it may appear 
that men are not particularly meaningful or even useful. Indeed, the women are expected 
to be independent emotionally and financially, offering nurturance to others, while 
requiring little to none. At the same time, all the participants explicitly or implicitly stated 
that their ideal Hindu female and male are part of a heterosexual married couple with 
children. What is the meaning or purpose of the male spouse to the female? What is the 
content of a relationship in which the female is self-sustaining and hyper-competent, and 
the male is nurtured and seemingly dependent on the female for emotional needs? Said 
another way, why would such a highly competent and accomplished woman ‘step aside’ 
while the man made the decisions? What are the ramifications of this action? 
 A Contradictory presentation. In addition to the above, the results depict 
another, overarching contradiction. The participants present these gender idealizations as 
their own, and yet they also disagree with them when asked about female and male 
sexuality, and especially, when they are asked about unwanted sexual contact. This is not 
a contradiction in an obvious way, but it reveals itself to be a contradiction when 
understood in conjunction with the meanings and consequences associated with the 
idealized gender roles. At the same time, the participants do not seem aware of how their 
idealized gender roles are built on the same social structures that support the 
blaming/shaming of female sexual abuse victims.  
Female Sexuality as Social Commodity 	  
Normative social dynamics in patriarchal Hindu society rely heavily on control 
over women’s sexual desires, agency, and bodies.  In a discussion about son preference in 
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an Indian village, Mahalingam and Jackson (2007) write, “Women’s chastity is believed 
to be a precious commodity that a woman brings to her husband’s family and hence, 
whose exchange value signifies the family and group prestige of the woman’s natal 
family” (p. 1014). They define chastity in positive terms: “learned inward control with 
the power of chaste women stemming from their self-control. Chaste women are the pride 
of their family, bringing prosperity and maintaining family harmony” (p. 1013). 
The phrase “inward control” implies internal agency, a refusal to act on sexual 
desire. However, this view of female chastity as coming from self-control is not reflected 
in the participants’ words, especially when discussing unwanted sexual contact. Indeed, 
self-control implies some acknowledgement of the woman as a subject who desires, and 
not just an object of desire. However, the participants stated multiple times that Hindu 
women were “non-sexual.” For many of them, women were taught to be “submissive to 
your husband, and suppress your own feelings and desires. Woman [sic] should not 
express her inner feelings about sexuality to her husband/partner.” In this context, ‘self-
control’ is highly euphemistic, as for these participants, it appears that female self-control 
can be only exercised well if it is working to suppress or hide her sexuality. 
In addition, Mahalingam and Jackson’s definition of chastity does not include 
unwanted sexual contact, which has nothing to do with female self-control, but still 
lessens the woman’s social value (R. Mahalingam, 2007). For example, one participant, 
when asked about female experiences of unwanted sexual advances, wrote, “Women 
don’t have any choices in this ream. To speak out against it makes you a slut.” For this 
participant, just speaking about women’s victimization is an act of social self-
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deprecation. If chastity is ultimately about self-control, then this definition of chastity that 
is at play here includes more than sexual or physical self-control; it includes verbal self-
suppression. Moreover, it is interesting that the very act of speaking out against sexual 
abuse is interpreted as an invitation to sexual activity and even sexual abuse. The word 
“slut” implies devaluation of the woman’s sexuality and personal value, and for a culture 
in which chastity is a major marker of female worth, this word’s implications are 
powerfully damning. Another participant wrote, “Women who receive these advances 
have done something to deserve it. And if they received it, they are no longer pure.” 
Female sexual activity, even when totally unwanted (and thus having nothing to do with 
female self-control of sexual desire), is in itself a diminishment of the woman’s social 
value. Thus, it is not surprising that another participant wrote that she was taught to 
“Keep it under the rug and don’t shame the family.” These responses show a view of 
chastity that is in line with Mahalingam and Jackson’s (2007) description of female 
sexuality reflecting on her family’s social standing, but it stretches far beyond their 
definition of chastity. 
Clearly, for this study’s participants, female self-control of sexual desire was not 
the pressing issue. The pressing issue was social survival. In the subculture that the 
participants describe, a woman who is victimized has two major choices: social suicide or 
silence. Indeed, for a woman to divulge her victimization is tantamount to asking to be 
punished or further victimized. The participants disagreed with these messages, and yet, 
they offered idealization of gender that supported a view of female gender as deferential 
to men, submissive, self-sacrificing, and self-sustaining. 
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As previously discussed, social survival is a potentially stress-producing issue for 
SG SAAs. Despite living in multiple cultural milieus and having to frame-switch 
constantly, SG SAAs have to somehow manage to have a cohesive identity as an 
individual human being who is both South Asian and American (Benet-Martinez et al, 
2002; Chen et al, 2006). Therefore, these contradictions can be understood as reflective 
of this population’s struggles in this area, in which they are working hard to be socially 
successful in multiple cultural spheres (Visser, 2003; W. M. Liu, 2002; W. M. Liu & 
Iwamoto, 2006). Furthermore, SG SAAs are dealing with a double-bind in the area of 
chastity and sexual abuse. For example, a SG SAA woman may have learned at school 
that rape is not women’s faults, women’s social worth are not lessened if they are 
victimized, and that she should reach out for help/go to the police if she is sexually 
abused. In contrast, she may have learned quite the opposite in her family. She would 
then be stuck in a double-bind in which she may feel want to advocate for herself and 
press charges, and she may also feel that doing so would embarrass her family and lower 
her social worth. 
Moral Motives 	  
In the literature review chapter, I discussed the role of the female as the “moral 
compass” within the family. The study’s results are very much in line with the previous 
literature on the subject, as the vast majority of the participants did describe women’s 
roles in these terms. However, this study’s results add to that literature, particularly in 
terms of its apparent contradictions. This can best be understood by taking a social-
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relational approach in exploring the moral implications of the participants’ statements 
(Rai & Fiske, 2011). 
Rai and Fiske (2011) discuss a moral psychological model that is social-relational. 
They argue that this model helps make sense of phenomena such as ‘honor killings’ of 
women who have been victimized by rape. They argue that moral judgment is not simply 
influenced by social-relational contexts; it is actually determined by those contexts (p. 
58). They write: 
 . . . universality in moral psychology results from all individuals in all cultures 
basing their moral judgments and behaviors on the same set of moral motives for 
regulating social relationships. Diversity in moral judgment, emotion, motivation, 
and behavior results from individuals, institutions, ideologies, and cultures 
employing different social-relational models or different implementations of the 
same models in any given domain of life (p. 58). 
Rai and Fiske’s model both accounts for the diversity of world cultures, and shared 
humanity. It is not the behavior that is universal, but the motive behind it. In their 
discussion of honor killings, they describe unity as the central moral motive. Because 
women’s bodies are social commodities, sexual contact outside of socially sanctioned 
areas (marriage) are inherently disruptive to the family as a whole, and cause the family 
to be “shamed and shunned” (p. 62). They argue that honor killing is a way for the family 
to reunite with the larger community by ridding themselves of the individual who is seen 
as the reason for the disunity. Their argument is that in the context of those societies, 
honor killings are morally motivated, whether or not they seem moral outside the culture. 
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 Rai and Fiske’s model is useful for understanding the descriptions and dynamics 
that this study’s participants’ described. SG SAAs have reported deep longings for unity, 
as demonstrated through their diasporic identities and their loyalties and ties to their 
families and the first generation (Rajiva, 2006). However, having been raised in the 
United States (with bicultural identities), they appear to feel more at ease with expressing 
anger and dissatisfaction with the social norms. This type of presentation has been 
described in previous literature as reflective of bicultural identity (Omizo, M. et al., 
2008a; Sundar, 2008).  
Religion’s Influence on the Participants 	  
Hinduism comprises a central part of the participants’ culture, and of the focus of 
the study. Naturally, then, it follows that an exploration of how and what this generation 
learned about Hinduism can illuminate the reasons for the contradictions in their 
presentations. 
Media. The participants’ descriptions of idealized gender, reflect popular images 
from media, and indeed, most note that Bollywood and other media images have been 
strongly influential on their conceptualization of Hindu gender roles. This is congruent 
with my expectations before the study, as it is also congruent with previous research on 
South Asian American Hindus and South Asian American Hindus throughout the 
diaspora. There was only one mention of any Hindu thinker/theologian (Swami 
Vivekananda) and that person suggested that Hindus rethink Hinduism entirely and focus 
solely on Swami Vivekananda’s writings.  
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Sita: Human, or Goddess? The contradictions can be understood as reflective of 
internalization of popular images of the divine, particularly in regards to their female 
gender idealizations. Several of the participants mentioned Sita as the (divine) person that 
women are expected to emulate. Mankekar (1999) studied how Indians understood, 
interpreted, and internalized the Ramayan Doordarshan series. Although her study 
focused on residents of India, and was well over a decade ago, her study’s participants 
used identical and almost identical phrases when discussing gender ideals and Hinduism. 
In addition, her description of the series’ depiction of women shows strong similarity 
with the descriptions of the participants of this study. 
Drawing from Valmiki’s and Tulsidas’s texts, the television Ramayan depicted 
Sita as the epitome of ideal Indian Womanhood by focusing on her chastity, 
passivity, fidelity to her husband and his clan, and, most important, her 
forbearance. The serial hence characterized Sita as a devoted wife (a sati) rather 
than a powerful woman (shakti) (Mankekar, 1999, p.210). 
From a theological standpoint, this is a somewhat strange choice for Ramanand Sagar, 
writer/director of the series, to make. Indeed, Sita is not an ordinary person, as Ram is not 
an ordinary person. Valmiki’s and Tulsidas’s text, as well as many other religious texts 
and folk narrations, describe Ram and Sita as incarnations of Vishnu and Lakshmi, 
respectively. Thus, in choosing to depict her as an exemplary female, Sagar has made an 
implicit theological claim as well as illuminated and demonstrated contemporary popular 
Hindu culture’s diminishment of the agency and power of women. The Divine Feminine 
is shown as inherently passive and deferential, and she is idealized because of her 
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forbearance (not her Divine or even human-like personal power). Mankekar describes her 
voice as “childlike” and notes that she is usually silent (p. 211). Thus, the human 
depiction of the Divine Feminine acts very much in the way that the participants’ 
describe the ideal Hindu female’s behavior. Therefore, the descriptions by the 
participants can easily be seen as reflective of this and other popular imagery of the 
Divine/women. 
Dharma. Another way of understanding how Hinduism has shaped these 
contradictions is through the concept of dharma.  Kakar (2006) takes a psychological 
approach to understanding Indian and Hindu culture in his article “Culture and 
Psychoanalysis: a Personal Journey.” In it, he discusses how the concept of dharma 
shapes Indian worldviews, regardless of personal faith or belief. Dharma is about duty 
and ethical action, and it changes depending on the person or situation, and notably, in 
terms of gender. Indeed, SG SAAs, even while living Western lifestyles in most ways, 
may view the differences in gender expectations as related to dharma.  
 Indeed, dharma may offer a useful lens in understanding how this highly 
educated, modern and Western population has presented these contradictions. Kakar 
writes: 
Today, the conservatives contend, the ideologies of Western modernity, including 
notions of egalitarianism and individual choice, the focus on the importance of 
material rewards rather than the spirit of human activity, and the tendency to 
emphasize humankind’s aspirations rather than its limits, are accountable for the 
widespread social envy, unbridled greed, and selfishness plaguing Indian society. 
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Most would achingly agree that of the major elements of the traditional Hindu 
world-view, dharma is the one that is most endangered and perhaps already 
crumbling under the impact of modernity (p. 30) 
Whether or not the reader agrees with the conservatives’ contentions, Kakar’s statement 
offers a useful comparison of major worldview differences between Americans and 
Indians. As discussed in previous chapters, the SG SAAs experience a tremendous 
amount of pressure to achieve high educational, vocational, and financial goals. At the 
same time, they are expected to maintain a strong South Asian Hindu identity, and 
according to Kakar, even in the face of Western-centered globalization, dharma still 
manages to be a highly relevant cultural construct, though, with significantly less focus 
on the development and expression of virtues and spirituality. 
Yet there is one aspect of dharma that continues to be of vital importance in 
understanding the Indian mind, and not only that of the orthodox Hindu. For even 
if the many traditional values associated with it are rejected, dharma is still pivotal 
in the formation of an Indian ethical sensibility. The main feature of this 
sensibility, in which it diverges from its Judeo-Christian and Islamic counterparts, 
is a pronounced ethical relativism that has become entrenched in the Hindu way 
of thinking (p. 30). 
SG SAAs, in holding onto hierarchical conceptions of gender, particularly as 
demonstrated in ‘traditional Hindu’ popular media, may be working to maintain both a 
sense of connection and identity to South Asia, and a strong foothold in the Western 
world in which they have lived all their lives. Although there may be an ethical relativism 
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inherent in a Hindu mindset, there appears, in the case of the participants, some rigidity in 
terms of its application to women and gender. This rigidity may be, at least partially, 
attributable to this generation’s experience of Hinduism as far more homogenous than 
residents of India. In any case, without a fullness of understanding of dharma as about 
spiritual and moral development in daily life, it appears that the ethical relativism 
inherent within the Hindu framework evaporates to some extent, especially in regards to 
women. The result is an enactment of a sort of fossilized or one-dimensional dharma, in 
which women have prescribed social functions and parameters. 
Pressure on women to keep tradition. The pressure on women to represent 
and/or perpetuate tradition appears to be common both in the United States and in India. 
Mankekar (2004), in her discussion of television and consumerism in India writes: 
 
 Yet, significantly, apart from some concerns about consumerism was preventing 
families from saving money, there did not seem to be a moralistic discourse about 
how men’s consumer habits might be undermining so-called Indian culture or 
tradition. In contrast, women’s desires for commodities were more likely to be 
perceived as a threat to the moral (and not just financial) welfare of the family or 
as indicative of an attrition of traditional values under the onslaught of 
transnational mass media (p.413) 
Mankekar’s experience of her study’s participants mirrors the responses of this study’s 
participants. Women’s opinions, outspokenness, and desires were all described as 
somehow inherently dangerous and/or undesirable. At the same time, unlike her study’s 
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participants, these participants appeared to have some eagerness or readiness to develop a 
discourse about men’s role in sexual victimization of women, though several did indicate 
that they had had no previous discussion of sexuality in Hindu contexts.  
Both this study’s male participants and Mankekar’s study male participants, at 
times, demonstrated a lack of self-consciousness or awareness of how they held women 
to a different standard than themselves, or how they assumed entitlement and privilege 
stances in relation to women.  
Even those men who coveted the latest VCR or scooter would complain to me, 
without the least irony of self-consciousness, of how the extravagant habits of 
their wives and daughter were not only driving them to bankruptcy but, more 
pertinent to my argument here, also encouraging them to adopt ‘Western’ or 
‘foreign’ lifestyles and aspirations and therefore threatening to erode their 
‘tradition’ (p. 413). 
In this study, this lack of self-consciousness was most blatantly demonstrated when male 
participants referenced themselves while answering questions about the ideal Hindu 
woman. One participant simply wrote, “She would take care of me when I am not feeling 
well (emotionally or physically).” This description is very much about how that particular 
participant wanted to benefit from a woman, with no mention of any attributes or 
behaviors that would indicate that the woman is a subject, a full human being. Another 
male participant wrote, “Enjoys and looks forward to social gatherings of friends or 
family or work colleagues, etc. - Will enjoy and engage in social situations with and 
without me around. Is independent.” In contrast to the previous participant’s response, 
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this response offers some description of the woman’s attitude toward socializing, and her 
ability to function as an independent person. At the same time, he references himself, 
implying that his personal existence is of central relevance to the ideal Hindu woman. 
Both of these responses indicate a sort of entitlement or self-focus that mirror’s that of 
Mankekar’s participants. 
 In addition to the lack of self-consciousness, Mankekar also describes a dynamic 
in which the women are expected to uphold traditions, and when they do not, they are 
somehow damaging and erasing it. This is a dynamic in which the man is not responsible 
for his own tradition, but the women are responsible. Moreover, the women are not 
subjects in the same way that he is a subject, allowed to have their own desires and to act 
on those desires. 
Female Desire: the ‘Problem’ 	  
When viewing the contradictions in the participants’ responses from a distance, 
bearing in mind biculturalism, diasporic identity, and dharma, it appears that at the 
central theme or issue is about female desire. In the translation from ideal to human, 
Goddess to woman, female desire becomes a dangerous area. If female chastity is a group 
or family virtue, then the female body becomes a shared object. Female desire is 
threatening to this shared object status, because it challenges the socially imposed 
boundaries. If a woman has sexual desire and chooses to negotiate access to her body 
based on that desire, then the woman is no longer complicit in treating her body like a 
shared object; rather, she acts as a subject, not an object. This new subjectivity is not 
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compatible with cultures in which the female body holds symbolic value. Indeed, a 
symbol is merely a sign, pointing to something greater. It is not a human being. 
Kaikeyi: the Self-sacrificing Mother/villain 	  
In the popular depictions of Kaikeyi in the Ramayan, she is villainized for 
redeeming her boons in service of her son’s upliftment to the throne, and the 
diminishment of her stepson Ram. Ironically, even in this depiction, Kaikeyi acts as an 
exemplary and ideal woman. First, she demonstrates great courage and loyalty in saving 
her husband’s life, and then she uses her boons not for herself, but for their son. 
However, she is considered to be a villain simply because Ram was her husband’s 
favorite son and the hero of the story. If Ram’s mother were to do the same thing, she 
would have been considered a loving and protective mother. The only difference lies in 
the desire of her husband, the patriarch. It is the simple act of desiring differently than her 
husband that caused the end of her marriage and her social suicide. After Dashrath 
protests loudly, Kaikeyi says: 
With what generosity . . . and as the epitome of truth, what made you say so 
grandly, ‘Ask for whatever you want! Demand what you wish! What did you 
think? This silly foolish Kaikeyi’d ask for some crumbs? After all, I am the 
daughter of a King and the wife of a King. Would I ask for anything less than a 
kingdom. Did you ever think of it?  
Kaikeyi, you’ve made me a mere nothing. A woman is a form of divinity, 
but you’ve come to destroy our family totally. O’God! Why did I trust a woman 
such as this! (Sagar, 1990, Episode 14) 
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Dashrath states plainly that Kaikeyi was supposed to be divine, and now he has 
discovered that she is a woman, not an idealized or perfect being. Not only is she a 
woman, she is a woman who has desires of her own. Their tensions reflect the tensions of 
these participants—the dissonance between their projections and fantasies about Hindu 
womanhood, and the realities of personhood. Kaikeyi ‘failed’ as a woman because she 
was not a goddess, but a truly self-sacrificing mother who dared to defy her husband’s 
wishes. In stating that her desires were as important and valuable as his own, she incurred 
the wrath of everyone she knew, all for her son’s benefit. 
The next chapter offers a discussion of social dynamics and structural/cultural 
violence in making sense of the dynamics at play, in which a desire becomes dangerous. 
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Discussion: The Intersection of Culture, Violence and Silence 	  
No, Ma, you can’t come with me. The husband first, and then the children. This 
has been the noble ideal of our Aryan women. A woman who leaves her husband 
is condemned. You shouldn’t even let this thought enter your mind. Your husband 
is your only salvation. He is your Dharma (Sagar, 1990, Episode 15). 
 
Get away from me! Wicked Witch! I disown you here and now. I proclaim it 
before one and all, the wedding vows I had made by the sacred fire are now 
revoked. From now, neither in this world nor the next have we any bond between 
us. Consider yourself a widow from today. Yes, a widow! (Sagar, 1990, Episode 
16). 
The quotes above illustrate some of the messages that the participants have received 
about Hindu women’s roles within society. In the first quote, Ram, who is widely 
considered by Hindus to be an incarnation of Vishnu, preaches to his mother about her 
proper role. This is his response to his mother’s desire to go with him into exile in the 
forest. The mother has expressed love and concern for her son, and despair over their 
separation. However, Ram does not acknowledge or validate her emotions; rather, he tells 
her that she is not allowed to desire or even think of leaving her husband’s presence. He 
explains that the husband is the equivalent of God to the wife: he is her “salvation” and 
her “dharma.” If the wife leaves his side, she commits social suicide and experiences 
condemnation. Even worse, she cannot rely on God for her salvation, only her husband. 
In effect, Ram elevates the status of husband as greater than God. Even the mother of 
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God’s incarnation is not exempt from this rule. The message to the audience is clear: 
women’s purpose, role, and only hope for any value and meaning (in this life or the next) 
rests entirely on their husbands.  
 In this paradigm, because the husband replaces God, he is not held to the same 
standards of moral behavior as other mortals. In the second quote, Dashrath condemns his 
wife and discharges his marriage vows. The marriage vows were made to God, but 
Dashrath utilizes his power as God/husband to relinquish his responsibility to maintain 
those vows. In calling her a widow, he effectively condemns her and isolates her from the 
rest of society and from God. In Hindu cultures, to this day, widows are often considered, 
at best, inauspicious and unfortunate, and are often considered somehow responsible for 
and embodying bad luck; perhaps, even held somehow responsible for their husband’s 
death (Brick, 2012; Min, 2010; Rathor, 2012).  
 Both of these quotes illustrate powerful social expectations and dynamics between 
husbands and wives. The husband has intrinsic value and power over the wife. In 
contrast, she must demonstrate value through her obedience and allegiance. The 
husband’s existence and opinions define the wife’s value both to human society and to 
God. This means that the wife’s thoughts, words, feelings, experiences, and opinions are 
valuable only if they serve the needs and desires of the husband. Any aspects of her being 
that do not fall into this category are silenced. Even God says, “You shouldn’t even let 
this thought enter your mind.” 
From a theological point of view, illustrations like these are profoundly flawed 
and rife with problems, and yet, as part of popular Hindu culture, have had powerful 
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effects on the viewers and the culture as a whole. Indeed, these scenes, and many others 
like it, appear to have influenced this study’s participants in profound ways that are, at 
times obvious, and other times, subtle. A more obvious example is that all the 
participants described their ideal Hindu woman as a devoted woman who is married to a 
man, with whom she has children. Similarly, the ideal Hindu male was described as 
having a female spouse and children.  
The power dynamics illustrated in these quotes and in the participants’ responses 
can be more deeply understood through the concept of silence. Men have the right to 
speak, to define and limit the values, roles and meanings of the women in their lives, but 
women do not, especially if they are unmarried. Ram silences his mother, rendering her 
natural desires ‘unthinkable.’ Similarly, the participants describe a cultural experience in 
which women’s desires, sexuality, and bodies are expected to perform in certain ways. 
When they do not, or they challenge these expectations, they are silenced.  
This chapter uses the lenses of structural and cultural violence to explore and 
identify the mechanisms through which women’s experiences, particularly of unwanted 
sexual contact, are silenced. The chapter will address the following questions: How can 
this silencing be understood as violence? How is this culture of violence perpetuated? 
What are the traumas that occur as a result? 
Structural and Cultural Violence 	  
Violence is a term that is often associated with physical abuse, war, and crime. 
However, as definitions of violence are examined further, it becomes increasingly clear 
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that these terms can also readily be applied to the social dynamics described by the 
participants. 
 Violence. Gatlung’s (1969) classic definition reads, “Violence is that which 
increases the distance between the potential and the actual, and that which impedes the 
decrease of this distance” (p. 168). Violence thwarts development and creativity. It 
destroys and/suppresses by imposing ends and limitations on potential. Murder is an 
obvious example of the destruction of the potential for continuation of life and life’s 
developments.  However, violence can be interwoven into culture through expectations 
that impose limits on human development. Another obvious example is racism, which 
limits occupational, educational, and many other opportunities for minority populations. 
In this study, violence is apparent in participant’s descriptions of social 
expectations of women. They describe women as being expected to focus their time, 
attention, and energy on caring for others, especially their husbands and children. 
Furthermore, they are expected to relinquish any expectation of having their needs met, 
any exploration of their sexuality, and their power to make decisions, despite their 
competence. Indeed, in doing so they are described as self-sacrificing. The very 
expectation that women should sacrifice their lives and their agency epitomizes a 
suppression of women’s potential. One participant wrote: 
I think an ideal (portrayed to me, not necessarily agreed to by me) Hindu woman 
is a bit of a paradox. It is one who is strong enough to overcome almost any 
obstacle, yet passive or submissive enough to let the man take leadership (in 
family, at work, in life in general). 
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This person learned that an ideal Hindu woman is extremely strong, but somehow 
appears to not value or utilize her strength willingly, as she chooses to be passive. 
Another participant stated, “My mom is an ideal example, growing up, she did all of the 
housework, most of managing our family business, yet when it came to decision making, 
she stepped aside to let my father make the decisions.” When looking at this participant’s 
answers as a whole, it is clear that she believes her mother to be a role model of ideal 
Hindu femininity. Despite her impressive competence, the mother demonstrates 
willingness to suppress her potential and agency. Thus, the ideal Hindu woman is ideal 
because she is silent. 
A person may review this quote and argue that the mother is enacting her agency 
by choosing to defer to her husband when it comes to decision-making. After all, the 
mother is not being visibly threatened or beaten. How can it be violent? 
 Structural violence. Violence can take on a myriad of forms, and the 
psychological aspects of violence can be demonstrated through implicit social 
expectations and roles, meanings, and values. Galtung (1969) differentiates between 
personal/direct violence and structural/indirect violence. 
“We shall refer to the type of violence where there is an actor that commits the 
violence as personal or direct, and to violence where there is no such actor as 
structural or indirect. In both cases individuals may be killed or mutilated, hit or 
hurt in both senses of these words, and manipulated by means of stick or carrot 
strategies. But whereas in the first case these consequences can be traced back to 
concrete persons as actors, in the second case this is no longer meaningful. There 
 	  
87	  
may not be any person who directly harms another person in the structure. The 
violence is built into the structure and shows up as unequal power and 
consequently as unequal life chances” (Galtung, 1969)p. 171). 
Although the participant’s mother does most of the work at home and in the business she 
still has less power. As a woman, she cannot be ‘ideal’ without accepting unequal power 
and “life chances.” In her case, despite doing the majority of the work at home and in the 
business, she is cut off from the power to shape those areas of her life. Her husband does 
not direct take away her power, and she appears to voluntarily defer to him. This is due to 
social expectations that dictate that ideal female behavior is deferential. As the person 
who does most of the work in the home and the family business, it would make sense that 
she would be the most qualified person to make decisions about those areas.  But this 
logic is somehow overlooked or overridden—she does not have the chance to make 
decisions. Thus, she is both verbally silent, and silenced by the social assumption that, as 
a woman, she should not have the chance to make decisions about her life and her 
family’s life. 
 Cultural violence. To the participants, women like this mother may seem 
gracious, pious, even dainty. For them, a self-sacrificing woman is a virtuous woman. Yet 
even this model behavior becomes an embodiment of how cultural violence is 
perpetuated, which 
. . .  makes direct and structural violence look, even feel, right—or at least not 
wrong . . . cultural violence highlights the way in which the act of direct violence 
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and the fact of structural violence are legitimized and thus rendered acceptable in 
society (Galtung, 1990, p. 291, ellipses included by researcher). 
The undermining of women’s agency and potential permeates social structures, while the 
normalizing and even valorizing of oppressive model behavior constitutes cultural 
violence.  
For example, one participant wrote that the ideal Hindu woman’s role is, 
“Respecting elders, being willing to serve other people without expectation of being 
thanked, prioritizing house and family first.” This statement, like others, exemplifies this 
kind of cultural violence, because it depicts the woman only in terms of her value and use 
to others. For the recipients of her loving attention, nurturance, and self-sacrificing hard 
work, she may seem angelic, but like an angel, she seems to be an image of perfection, 
not an embodied human being.  
Only a few participants, in describing their idealized Hindu woman, alluded to her 
internal life or experience in any way. One wrote, “Focuses on family and community 
priorities over personal priorities.” There is no acknowledgment of the life experience of 
someone whose personal priorities always come last. This statement, like others, certainly 
does not address the needs and likely suffering of the women who strive to fulfill these 
expectations and responsibilities. In this case, the society levies expectations on women 
with conscious disregard for their experiences and potential; this society engages in 
cultural violence. This conscious disregard for women’s experiences and “personal 
priorities” is an obvious example of silencing. 
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 Mechanisms of violence. None of the participants described the idealized Hindu 
female or male in words that even hinted at violence or aggression. For example, the 
ideal Hindu man was often described as “protective” of his wife and children. He was 
also described as dominant and the main decision-maker. These descriptions may be 
euphemistic, especially as there were no indications about what the Hindu man would be 
protecting his family or wife from. The reader is left to wonder, what is the threat? If the 
wife is independent and does not expect to have any needs met by her husband, where 
does his protectiveness fit into her life? Perhaps the ‘protectiveness’ implies protection 
from sexual contact that would ‘sully’ the family name, as discussed in the previous 
chapter. Is he, like Ram in the Doordarshan series, ‘protecting’ his mother from social 
condemnation and a loss of salvation? Or is protection a code word for something else? 
Galtung (1990) offers two ways that a society may cloak its violence.  
Changing the moral meaning. Galtung (1990) offers two ways that a society may 
cloak its violence. First, the moral meaning ascribed to a behavior is changed from bad to 
good, wrong to right (p. 292). For example, almost all the participants, including the men, 
clearly denounced the forcing of sexual contact on any woman. Many participants even 
described it as immoral. Yet, many also offered statements that seemed to contradict this, 
particularly in the marital context. For example: 
I have been taught to be protective of my sexual integrity, I would like to believe 
that all unwanted sexual advances were not ok in my family. But, I feel that by 
following passiveness, I would be expected to have unwanted sex with my 
husband as a wifely duty. 
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This participant describes a conflict between what she has been taught about sexual 
integrity and self-protection and what she has been taught about her relationship with her 
husband. Although she has never been explicitly told that her bodily integrity and self-
respect are secondary to her husband’s desires, she has nonetheless deduced this from 
multiple cultural sources, and is able to articulate it. Indeed, “acts of violence often spring 
from ‘unexamined assumptions and contradictions within the culture and shared by a 
majority of its members” (Weinstock & Riedner, 1999, p. 5).  
Thus, the moral meaning of sexual coercion changes from bad to good depending 
on the woman’s relationship to the man. Indeed, it is the social location of the male in 
question that changes the moral meaning. As a ‘good wife,’ her integrity becomes 
irrelevant, particularly when it collides with her role expectations as self-sacrificing, 
dutiful wife. The participant’s words show her awareness of how her personal boundaries 
can be easily dismissed as irrelevant in a marital context, and her awareness of the ethical 
complications that arise as a result. In her family, female boundaries seemed to be 
protected by a moral code that somehow shifts or evaporates according to her husband’s 
wishes. By “following passiveness” she is participating in the silencing of her family’s 
moral consistency and keeping silent about her boundaries and desires. 
Obscuring violence. Second, cultural violence makes “reality opaque, so that we 
do not see the violent act or fact, or at least not as violent” (Galtung, 1990, p.292). 
Several areas of participants’ responses illustrate this mechanism. This is most 
prominently expressed in the expectation of women’s silence. One female participant, 
when asked about women’s experiences of unwanted sexual advances, said, “I have been 
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taught not to talk about it. Deny that it even occurs. If it does, then it is probably just a 
male expression of love.” The refusal to talk about women’s victimization or even 
acknowledge its existence is a flagrant example of “making reality opaque.”  
It is disturbing and worrisome that the participant describes sexual abuse as an 
“expression of love.” This is an example of both mechanisms: the changing of the moral 
meaning and the obscuring of violence. First, there is the denial of reality and then the 
relabeling of violence as love. This participant exemplifies a worldview in which men 
can victimize women and not only be blameless— they can be considered loving. 
Because reality is obscured, women and girls may find themselves confused and 
deeply conflicted about how their actual experience differs from social constructions of 
their experiences. This may lead to a dissonance or a gap between their affective 
experiences and their cognitive understandings of their social situations. Indeed, the 
contradictions described at length in the previous chapter may be directly illustrative of 
this gap. The gap can be understood as another way that silence is demonstrated; without 
social recognition of female experiences, women experience a lack of mirroring and 
concomitant loss of language for their experiences. This may result in a literal silencing 
in which women feel many things for which they have no words. 
Internalization: the Perpetuator of Cultural/Structural violence 	  
The perpetuation of expectations, roles, structures and behaviors are dependent on 
the internalization of all these in each subsequent generation (Galtung & Höivik, 1971; 
Galtung, 1990; Doucet, 2010; Wei, Wang, Heppner, & Du, 2012). As discussed in the 
literature review, the participants grew up in families in which they were expected to 
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internalize and enact South Asian Hindu identity and gender roles. In doing so, the SG 
SAAs could participate in a type of diasporic identity (Bhatia & Ram, 2004; Lourenço & 
Cachado, 2012). When the expectations related to that identity become oppressive, they 
become violent.  
However, that oppression may be hidden in a cloak of model minority identity 
and gender idealization. “. . . violence studies are about two problems: the use of violence 
and the legitimation of that use. The psychological mechanism would be internalization” 
(Galtung 1990, p. 292). Internalization helps to explain women’s willing participation in 
social structures that oppress them. Women and girls, living with the constant threat of 
shaming and blaming, learn to be ‘good girls’ (Durham, 2004; Marrow, 2013; Rajiva, 
2006). They are rewarded with so-called divine status (Kay, 2012; Min, 2010; 
Narayanan, 2003; Narayanan, 2007). 
Male privilege. The study’s participants endorsed and described cultural 
experiences that support and perpetuate beliefs about maleness as more valuable than 
femaleness, and this phenomena is well documented in previous literature (W. M. Liu & 
Iwamoto, 2006; R. Mahalingam & Balan, 2008; Yim & Mahalingam, 2006). However, a 
related and infrequently covered area involves male internalization of privilege (Almeida, 
2009). How is it that the male participants were so un-self-conscious about their 
entitlement, and how it is that they were so unaware of the experiences of the women in 
their lives, including their mothers, wives, daughter, sisters, and friends? Indeed, many of 
the men in this study appeared to lack even a basic language or awareness of women’s 
experiences, answering questions about women by using language that referred to 
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themselves. Or they simply did not answer the questions (indirect answers). It appears 
that men and boy’s awareness of girls/women has been silenced. 
Thandeka: privilege at a cost. Thandeka’s work with privilege and racism offers 
valuable insight into how privileged groups have learned to self-silence. Her interviews 
with Caucasian Americans are surprising and illuminating, as they reveal that her 
participants were wounded by the racism of other Caucasian Americans: 
To my astonishment, instead of describing interracial incidents, they described 
intra-racial conflicts. The message they learned was repress, deny, and split off 
from consciousness feelings that, if expressed, would provoke racial attacks from 
the adults in their own community. From these stories, I learned that becoming 
white is the product of a child’s siege mentality. It’s a defense mechanism to stop 
racial rebukes from one’s own kith and kin (Thandeka, 1999). 
Thandeka’s participants discussed feeling pressured, shamed, and coerced into denying 
their experiences of affection, friendship, and mutuality with non-Caucasians. As 
children, they were vulnerable and powerless, and they learned that to become acceptable 
members of their families and social groups, they had to deny their affiliation with 
unacceptable members, even when that meant denying their own experiences of shared 
humanity. This is wounding and inherently violent, as the Caucasian children learned to 
trade their connection to shared humanity for ‘privilege.’ Indeed, looked at from this 
perspective, it is clear that racism yields no true privileges. 
Learning gender. Gender, like race, functions as a powerful social categorizer; 
indeed, from birth, children are treated differently according to their gender. Each child 
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learns that they cannot act, speak, or look in ways that are considered unacceptable for 
their gender. The rules of acceptability are determined by social norms (Singaravelu, 
2012). Thus, children learn how to ‘do’ gender, just as they learn how to ‘do’ whiteness, 
etc. 
Shame and gender. Thandeka’s description of learned whiteness in the above 
quote points to shame dynamics. The racial rebukes she discusses are inherently shaming. 
A child must learn that to maintain connection with their parents and the adults in their 
community, s/he must demonstrate connection and participation. Sadly, the ways that 
they may be expected to demonstrate connection and participation may include denying 
their own experiences of shared humanity with the ‘other’ (Thandeka, 1999; Thandeka, 
1999a; Thandeka, 1999b). This denial may cause a profound sense of disruption that 
leads to a double bind. On one hand, the child’s status in a certain gender/race may be 
threatened if s/he acts out of his/her own experience of shared humanity, and on the other 
hand, the child may experience internal conflict over his/her experience and social 
expectations. In either case, the child is told, implicitly and/or explicitly that s/he is 
defective—not enough like the adults to feel adequate, or not worthy of honoring his/her 
own internal experience of humanity. In this way, even the privileged child’s sense of 
self-worth is damaged.  
Thandeka discusses these shame dynamics in self psychology terms:  
The experience of shame, however, has its source in more than the sense of a core 
self overwhelmed by the child’s original outreach that was not empathically 
affirmed by its parents and thus became the split-off aspects of the self. Shame 
 	  
95	  
also gives an account of the failure of the self to live up to its own ideals. These 
feelings of failure are internally induced; no external ‘shamer’ is necessary 
(Thandeka, 1999, p. 108).  
Powerlessness and privilege. SG SAA boys may learn, from a young age, that in 
order to feel worth in their family culture, they must disallow empathy or even awareness 
of women’s experiences. In addition, he may learn to suppress or feel ashamed of his 
own emotions and behaviors that are considered feminine. Media, books, adults, friends 
and teachers combine to form an environment in which a boy learns that in order to be 
valuable and visible; he has to participate in dynamics that render women and girls less 
valuable and less visible. He may learn, from a young age that an idealized male is 
someone who is unlike women, and who is catered to by women. As he learns this, and it 
is continually reinforced, he may experience shame when women do not respond to him 
the way he expects, and when he feels empathy towards women. In this way, as the male 
learns to silence himself, he learns to silence women. In his mind, women remain self 
objects and not people (Berzoff, 2008; Morrison, 1989). 
With this mindset, it suddenly makes sense to blame the female victim of 
unwanted sexual contact—in blaming the victim, the shame of rejection and the 
vulnerability of desire are projected onto the victim, who then becomes a symbol of the 
male’s disowned shame and self-hate. Likewise, SG SAA girls, may learn, from a young 
age, that there is something inherently shameful about being female, and that they can 
vindicate themselves from the shame by aspiring to an idealized female image and 
attempting to satisfy social expectations. They may learn to dissociate from awareness of 
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their experiences, and focus on the experiences and the needs of their male family 
members (Stepansky, 1984; Berzoff, 2008; Morrison, 1989). 
Violence and Trauma 	  
Trauma is a natural outcome of violence, and this is true of cultural violence as 
well. Indeed, people who are suffering from trauma often display the sort of contradictory 
statements that the participants demonstrated in this study.  
The conflict between the will to deny horrible events and the will to proclaim 
them aloud is the central dialectic of psychological trauma. People who have 
survived atrocities often tell their stories in a highly emotional, contradictory, and 
fragmented manner which undermines their credibility and thereby serves the 
twin imperatives of truth-telling and secrecy (Herman, 1997, p.1). 
The word ‘conflict’ is an apt one. The participants appear to demonstrate intra-psychic 
conflicts throughout their responses. On one hand they are angry and dissatisfied, and on 
the other hand, they endorse the same ideals that lead to their anger and dissatisfaction. 
Although this sample is highly educated and fluent in multiple languages, their language 
and presentation, as described at length earlier, is often vague, indirect, and contradictory. 
The cultural expectations of goddess-like, idealized female behavior serve to create 
confusion about what subjects are appropriate and credible to speak about.  
 A Demonstration of simultaneous denigration and veneration. This confusion, 
conflict, and secrecy, while described most cogently by these female participants and by 
female participants in other studies (S. D. Dasgupta, 2007; Poore, 2007), is demonstrated 
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by the male participants as well. In this study, their responses were riddled with indirect 
statements that were often confusing. For example, one male participant wrote: 
I believe females are delicate and have been tasked with jobs that men would not 
be able to endure. Hinduism has taught me that men are the support for women 
and without men, the symbiotic relationship between man and woman would fail.   
According to this male participant, women are fragile and dependent on men, and yet 
they somehow complete tasks that are too difficult for men—tasks given to them by some 
unnamed subject, perhaps the amorphous force of social expectations/culture. He notes 
that without male support, the relationship would fail, which seems to be a quite obvious 
thing to say, as a relationship between two parties cannot exist without the participation 
of both parties. However, the tone of this participants’ statement, not only in this quote 
but also throughout his responses, is reflective of simultaneous idealization and 
denigration of women. In denigrating and idealizing women, he perpetuates a culture in 
which women are both burdened with responsibility and dependent. For him, women can 
be strong perhaps only in certain ‘female-only spheres.’  
As discussed in the literature review, model minority stereotypes also 
simultaneously denigrate and idealize. In doing so, a double-bind is created for the 
minority group in which individuals may feel both valued and dehumanized. This serves 
to keep the group from challenging the model image, despite great cost. This cost may be 
even greater for SG SAA women, who must content not only with racial/ethnic 
discrimination, but also with gender discrimination (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; A. Gupta 
et al., 2011) 
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 The society re-victimizes. This simultaneous veneration and denigration of 
women is ultimately violent and trauma-creating. It is operationalized in a tradition in 
which sexual knowledge is not allowed unless introduced by the husband. 
So I am a twelve-year old and I’m listening to my aunt, my mother, and my 
grandmother talking about these things. When something happens to me, even 
though I didn’t have any part in it, I have not know the act I am not supposed to 
know, the knowledge I was to wait for my husband to reveal to me. Naat Kunam 
is a prison for women because what a woman is being taught is that she has to 
hold it in, it’s endurance that’s a mark of womanhood; the earth is like a woman, 
it bears everything, it endures all. So the woman who is a victim or survivor of 
incest thinks that is what she has to be; she must be patient and give up on 
reparation . . . what Naat Kunam does is that is tells women that they’re doing the 
right thing; meaning you are a better woman if you do not speak. I have had 
women say, ‘I admire this woman a lot because she had this abuse for so long and 
she didn’t tell a soul.’ And that’s held up as a virtue (Poore, 2007, p. 112). 
When female victims of sexual abuse are expected to pretend that they have not been 
abused, they relinquish any hope for support or “reparation.” As a result, the society, as a 
whole, including the twelve year-old’s aunt, mother and grandmother, abandon the victim 
and perpetuate a worldview in which women must silently endure all treatment. One 
could say that they must even see their endurance as a demonstration of idealized 
womanhood. Through the implicit imposition of these expectations, the society takes the 
side of the perpetrator and re-victimizes the woman. 
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But when the traumatic events are of human design, those who bear witness are 
caught in the conflict between victim and perpetrator. It is morally impossible to 
remain neutral in this conflict. The bystander is forced to take sides. It is very 
tempting to take the side of the perpetrator. All the perpetrator asks is that the 
bystander do nothing. He appeals to the universal desire to see, hear, and speak no 
evil. The victim, on the contrary, asks the bystander to share the burden of pain. 
The victim demands action, engagement, and remembering. (Herman, 1997, p. 7-
8) 
In refusing to acknowledge the victim’s pain and asking her to bear it alone, even as a 
secret ‘badge of honor’, the society agrees to side with the perpetrator. This refusal to 
share the pain or even acknowledge it can be even more traumatic than the actual 
unwanted sexual contact. For example, a female participant discussed the experience of 
abandonment, after she reached out to family members after being sexually abused as a 
child. 
No one talks about it- sexual abuse occurs- did- never felt could talk about it- no 
one questions signs- full trust of adults even if not warranted- when shared got no 
response- ignoring is answer . . . my own sexual abuse at a young age by many 
Indian men around me- touches, more- I didn’t say no but I def [sic] didn’t say 
yes- I didn’t know to say no or what to do. 
Because there had been no acknowledgement of the possibility of abuse, the participant 
was totally unprepared to know how to respond to the unwanted contact.  
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This description represents one form of abandonment and siding with the 
perpetrator. The participant describes another form when she attempted to talk about it: 
she was ignored. This is a poignant and painful demonstration of Herman’s statement: 
“All the perpetrator asks is that the bystander do nothing.” This participant’s family did 
nothing, and she was left with pain and shame. As a response to the last question, she 
wrote: 
Sex isn’t an important part of being a Hindu woman- you do it to bear children- as 
an adult I have a hard time enjoying it and not feeling ashamed- my Hindu 
culture, upbringing has attributed in large about the adult I am today- 
relationships were never discussed- community frowned on dating, love, 
reputation gets tainted- plus affection is not displayed in home. 
The participant’s words point to a culture that perpetuates violence and re-traumatizes 
victims by choosing to side with perpetrators. The results—she carries the shame of the 
perpetrators as her own into adulthood. She says that her Hindu upbringing has 
profoundly influenced her as an adult, and she describes the silences and the punishing 
frowns she grew up with. Sexuality and sexual pleasure are difficult to integrate into life, 
because her “Hindu culture, upbringing” were stifling and traumatizing.  
A “Ruined” Woman: a Public Warning to Women 	  
Kaikeyi, in pursuing her interest for her son against the wishes of her husband, 
and asserting herself, has been long considered a great villain. Her assertiveness deprived 
her of her status in society. In the Ramayan television series, having been discarded by 
her husband the King, the Prime Minister feels free to insult her. Without the status 
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afforded by her husband, others apparently feel free to insult and treat her with significant 
disrespect. The Prime Minister says: 
For the pitiable state you’ve put your husband in, who knows what hell you’ll 
suffer as a result! Perhaps it’s not your fault. Bitter neem leaves don’t yield honey 
after all! Your mother too used her woman’s wiles on her husband, and ruined 
herself! (Sagar, 1990, Episode 16). 
The millions of people who viewed this program throughout the world surely received 
this message loud and clear: for asserting herself, Kaikeyi will and should be insulted, 
shamed, and punished. Both she and her mother are reduced to sexually ignominious 
figures. The sacrifice that earned her the boons is forgotten, and she is described instead 
as being like her mother, whose sexuality controls her husband, rather than one whose 
husband controls her sexuality. It is a far fall from a respected and honored queen, whose 
husband moments earlier had said, “For the bravery you displayed, I ought to have given 
you four boons, not two!” For her bravery in asserting her desires, she is diminished, 
insulted, and punished—a message was driven home without subtlety throughout the 
diaspora, and positioned as a holy, religious story. It is a chilling warning to women 
watching—don’t try this at home. 
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Conclusion 	  
We need to inquire why young Indian men are routinely committing gang rapes in 
metropolitan cities against women who are just going about their daily lives. 
What is the anger that motivates this level of violence? Is the sight of a young 
smartly-dressed educated female professional generating a sense of displacement 
in men? Over the past several decades, women’s rights have proliferated and they 
are claiming their subjectivity, asserting their identity as women as opposed to 
being someone’s wife, daughter or sister. And with the opening up of the market, 
women are more visible in the workplace. That they are entering male bastions of 
power has challenged the sense of superiority and entitlement of the traditional 
Indian male. This idea of a woman as a fully formed human subject remains a 
difficult concept to embrace (Kapur, December 26, 2012). 
This final chapter places this study’s findings along a spectrum of gender-based violence 
that is influenced by many forces, including contemporary interpretations and 
applications of Hinduism, as well as immigration and bicultural identity issues. It 
explores clinical and social ramifications of this study, and it discusses the limitations of 
the study. 
Gender Violence along a Spectrum 	  
As discussed earlier, an unusually large number of individuals participated in this 
study, which was likely due to the recruitment period having coincided with much of the 
media coverage of the case. Since that time, international media has continued to cover 
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more cases of gender based sexual violence in South Asia. As time has gone on, the 
meaning of that case to the particpants and to the South Asian diaspora has become, 
perhaps, more clear. The Delhi rape case and similar events in South Asia are part of a 
larger spectrum of gender violence that is produced by culture. 
An ‘everywoman.’ The Delhi Rape case sparked a flood of protests, media 
coverage, and online discussion about the influence of gender socialization on rape 
incidence. The victim’s social location, her gender, her educational status, and her choice 
to see a movie that evening with a male friend all pointed to a lifestyle that illuminated 
the role of modernity in South Asian culture. She held symbolic and personal meaning 
for many South Asian Hindu women throughout the diaspora, many of whom saw her 
lifestyle and choices as reflective of their own lifestyles and choices. This ‘everywoman’ 
status made the news of her rape feel even more harrowing.  
Why do things like this happen? Media conversations often focused, directly 
and indirectly, on the question, “Why did this happen?”  Different writers and scholars 
offered a variety of answers, including changes in gender role expectations, the increased 
proliferation of pornography, and long-standing class difference (Srivastava, March 3, 
2013; Sugandh, July 7, 2009). Many of these explanations overlap with the themes that 
have emerged in this study. 
Challenges to male priviledge/entitlement. Ratna Kapur’s opinion piece “Rape 
and the Crisis of Indian Masculinity” echoes many of the participants’ comments about 
son preference, male privilege in the family, and dynamics of female 
submissiveness/male protection:  
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What is required at this stage is not more protection and security, but education. 
The grooming of young men to have a feeling of entitlement by Indian parents 
breeds a sense of masculinity and male privilege. Son preference simultaneously 
erodes the possibility of respect for women, as girls are seen as unwanted or 
burdensome. Such inequalities produce the very hatred against women in the 
public arena that we are witnessing throughout the country. When women do not 
cower or display their vulnerability— thereby inviting the protection of the virile 
Indian male— what follows is a sense of emasculation and aggrievement on the 
part of these men (Kapur, December 26, 2012). 
Kapur’s comments highlight the changing roles of women and the tensions that arise out 
of these changes. Although she is talking about changes in India, the dynamics and issues 
she describes are very much alive for the participants in this study, some of whom 
discussed being silenced about sexual abuses they had suffered, and/or having learned 
that they would be blamed for sexual abuse if they were victimized. They were taught 
that the ideal Hindu female is inherently vulnerable and continually prioritizes the needs 
and desires of the men in her family before her own. In this way, they learned to preserve 
male entitlement and privilege. To do otherwise, to speak out, would be divesting men of 
their social value, and thus be perceived as emasculating. In this way, the SG SAA 
participants are living and describing the same dynamics that Kapur describes in India as 
leading to rape. 
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Changes in gender role expectations and the emergence of female subjectivity. 
Both female and male SG SAAs experience expectations to have careers, and to 
contribute financially to their families (Singaravelu, 2012; Saad et al., 2012). Indeed, in 
educational and career environments, they function in similar ways, but inside the home, 
particularly after marriage, this population experiences both internal and external 
pressure to conform to particular gender roles. The sense of subjectivity and personhood 
that a SG SAA woman experiences in her career may not translate to a continued sense of 
subjective value in her family environment, where she may feel pressure to defer to her 
husband, despite her own competence, needs, and desires (Bhalla, 2008; Singaravelu, 
2012).  
As discussed in previous literature, and further revealed in this study, female 
subjectivity and personhood become problematic and complex areas for SG SAAs, who 
feel split between choosing personhood and choosing allegiance to family identity and 
their understanding of Hindu tradition (Rathor, 2012; Sharma et al., 2012). For SG SAAs, 
the home, not the workplace, is the area in which traditional gender roles are practiced, 
and where men, who may experience chronic racial discrimination and emasculation, can 
experience a re-instatement of their masculinity in ways that SG SAAs think of as 
traditional (Jackson et al. 2012; W. M. Liu, 2002).  
 Contradictions point to complexity. One of the issues discussed at length in the 
discussion was that of contradictions in the participants’ presentation. In order to make 
sense of that presentation, it is necessary to consider the participants’ larger social 
contexts, and even their parents’ immigration histories and social contexts. Similiarly, in 
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order to understand the relationship between SG SAAs and the Delhi rape case and its 
aftermath, it is necessary to consider the areas that seem contradictory. One such area was 
events at the protests in New Delhi, in the months after the rape. Many of the protesters 
were men, which, at first glance, makes New Delhi look quite progressive. After all, if 
men are turning out to protest, at time in greater numbers than women, then surely 
violence against women is not such a widespread social issue in New Delhi?  
However, a deeper look reveals that many women were concerned about their 
safety and so did not want to protest among men, even though they were all protesting 
against the same issue—the outrageously poor response of the police to sexual crimes 
against women. Yet, the women were concerned that they would not be safe among these 
men, and indeed, they were right to be concerned, as several women reported having 
been groped by fellow protesters (“Woman protesting against CM narendra modi 
groped,” November 26, 2013; Shrinivasan, December 30, 2012; Upton, December 31, 
2012). The men did not seem to fully understand that sexual harassment of women was 
part a spectrum of abuses of women that include sexual harassment, coercion, blaming 
women for victimization, restricting women’s freedoms, and rape.  Similarly, this study’s 
participants, in general, did not seem to understand how their idealization of women’s 
submissiveness was part of a larger social system that relies on women’s cooperation in 
denying their subjectivity and humanity.  
The Role of Hinduism: a Call for Reinterpretation 	  
SG SAAs, as discussed at length in earlier chapters, experience double-binds, and 
struggle mightily between maintaining loyalty and ties with South Asian cultures, and 
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also maintaining their identification with American cultures. This study asked questions 
about Hindu gender ideals, and the participants described ideals that were based on their 
parents’ lives, their experience of media, and their own experiences. The study also 
inquired about how these gender ideals were demonstrated, and their responses were 
fairly stereotypical. At the same time, the ambivilance that was demonstrated through 
their contradictions can be explored clinically, and well as in other social spheres.  
 Greater responsibility deepens connection. The vast majority discussed 
Hinduism as something that they witnessed, and that had been learned. All participants 
described themselves as Hindu. However, very few discussed Hinduism as something 
they had personally studied, challenged, or worked with in their own faith lives. This is 
congruent with previous research that shows that first generations SAAs are far more 
likely to be actively involved with temple communities than SG SAAs (Lourenço & 
Cachado, 2012; Qvortrup Fibiger, 2012). Thus, the combined picture is one that points to 
the need for SG SAAs to take a greater responsibility in shaping contemporary Hindu 
theology and practice in their own lives, families, and communities. In this way, the SG 
SAAs can maintain and even deepen their connection to South Asia and their parents, 
while also creating Hindu ideals and gender identities that are supportive of the 
subjectivity and humanity of all gender identities. 
 Discover and use alternate narratives. One way to go about this is by re-visiting 
scripture and folk interpretations. The Doordarshan series is an example of the 
contemporary re-visioning of the Ramayan in a way that ultimately diminishes women’s 
value and humanity in favor of a highly patriarchial viewpoint. However, there are 
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alternate ways of narrating and intrepreting the story. Indeed, Hindu scriptures include an 
extremely large variety of texts, interpretations, and stories that often blatantly contradict 
each other. SG SAAs may find that there are some narratives that are more relevant and 
meaningful than others, and these may be integrated into future temple and social events.  
A Tradition of visioning and revisioning. In calling for SG SAAs to do this 
revisioning, I am not calling for anything radical. In fact, the act of re-teling and re-
interpreting has been part of Hindu traditions for many many years. One need not visit 
esoteric scriptures to see this. For example, contemporary iterations of Valmiki’s 
Ramayan tells a story in which Ram eventually rejects Sita for having been in Ravana’s 
company, although she has proven her chastity and loyalty to him by walking through 
fire after returning from Ravana’s abode. Nevertheless, the people of Ram’s kingdom see 
her as somehow sullied, and he chooses to send her away to live in Valmiki’s ashram, 
with their two sons (Vālmīki, Goldman, Sutherland, Lefeber, & Pollock, 1984). In 
contrast, Tulsidas’s Ramcharitmanas depicts a different ending to the story. After Sita 
initally proves her chastity and loyalty, she remains with Ram and all involved live in joy 
and harmony (Tulasīdāsa & Prasāda, 1990). Tulsidas’ version of the story offered an 
alternative way of viewing Sita’s sexuality and worth. By extension, it offers a different 
way (than Valmiki) to understand women’s sexuality and worth, particularly after having 
been sexually victimized.  
Tulsidas’ version of the Ramayan is now considered a classic of Hindu literature. 
He is widely considered a great saint and reformer, who challenged the brahminical 
authorities by telling the story in Hindi instead of Sanskrit. In doing so, he made religion 
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accessible to the masses, which was considered irreligious by many at the time 
(“Tulsidas: Biography, life, death and major works,” retrieved 2014.). Perhaps if this 
version of the story had been more prized in the lives of this study’s participants, the ones 
who had been victimized and spoken out may have felt some support from their religion.  
Sita’s power, revisited. Because SG SAAs have been exposed to fairly 
homogenous explications of Hinduism, they are less likely to even be aware that there are 
alternate narratives and descriptions of their idealized God-figures. For example, at least 
one purana describes Sita, who was described as delicate and submissive by participants, 
as quite physically powerful. There is a scene in which her father witnesses the child Sita 
playing with Shiva’s bow. This bow is famous for being so heavy that the strongest men 
in the world cannot move it at all, and she able to play with it effortlessly. At this point, 
her father realizes that Sita is extraordinarily powerful, and that her eventual husband will 
have to be similarly extraordinary, in order to make a suitable match. He decides that 
anyone who marries her will have to be able to string the bow. Thus, her uniqueness and 
her subjective qualities are the basis of her marriage, and she is marked as divine for her 
extraordinary physical power. Her beauty is not mentioned in this narrative (Shastri & 
Trivedi, 2003).  
In contrast, the Doordarshan series omits this story about Sita’s power, and 
instead highlights Ram’s physical prowess and her physical beauty; the story of their 
marriage becomes, at one level, a macho contest in which the strongest man gets sexual 
access to the prettiest girl. Without access to the puranic narrative or other narratives 
about Sita’s unique powers, the viewers can easily walk away with beliefs that the ideal 
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female is beautiful, not strong, and the ideal male is very strong. Or, the viewer may think 
that even if she is strong, her strength is not important the way that his strength is 
important. In this way, the popular narrative is one in which masculinity is associated 
with physical prowess, the use of which purchases access to the prized female (P. 
Mankekar, 1999). 
 There are countless other narratives and ways of interpreting and understanding 
these and other idealized Hindu figures. These are just two quick examples. However, 
even in these brief examples, there are enormous implications for the revision of Hindu 
gender roles and identity. The participants had little to say about Hindu masculinity, and 
what they said was fairly superficial. Narratives like these and countless others can be 
highly instrumental in developing new ideas about both masculinity and femininity that 
are far more complex, flexible, nuanced, and personally meaningful than the stereotyped 
idealized images that the participants described. In this way, SG SAA Hindus can live 
their religion in ways that are supportive and resourceful, as they continue to cope with 
the challenges of bicultural identity, among other stressors.    
Clinical Implications of this Study 	  
Because this study has never been done before, and this is a highly understudied 
population, all of the knowledge that can be gleaned from it can potentially increase a 
psychotherapist’s cultural competence. Above all, the psychotherapist must be careful to 
refrain from making assumptions based on ideas of American cultural norms (S. 
Rudrappa, 2004). This means that the therapist should be aware of his/her own cultural 
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biases and assumptions, and proceed with sensitivity and gentleness, particularly when 
discussing sexuality and unwanted sexual contact. 
New layers of complexity and meaning. This study illuminates the complex and 
often competing cultural forces that SG SAAs contend with on a daily basis. Therefore, 
behaviors that may seem to the therapist to reflect straightforward lifestyle choices or 
decisions may actually be far more complicated for the SG SAA client. For example, 
choices about food preparation may arise in therapy. Many of the participants described 
cooking as central to the mother/wife’s role. A knowledgable psychotherapist will be able 
to appreciate that family dynamics around food preparation may be loaded with relational 
complexity, and they may be linked to religious life. Moreover, basic lifestyle choices 
may be linked to bicultural identity issues and the client’s desire to maintain a South 
Asian identity. 
This study’s participants presented themselves in language that seemed 
contradictory, and likewise, SG SAA clients’ presentations may seem contradictory. 
However, as this study’s discussion chapters illuminated, this presentation is likely 
indicative of the influence of complex social and cultural forces. SG SAA clients may be 
showing the therapist that they are struggling with double-binds and multiple loyalties 
that are difficult to manage. 
Breaking sexual silence. The participants described having learned very specific 
and powerful messages about sexuality, despite not having had opportunities to speak 
about it in their families of origin. In therapy, SG SAA clients may present as highly 
educated and sophisticated in many areas, and yet also have difficulty identifying their 
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emotions about sexuality or discussing their sexuality in therapy. Moreover, they may 
feel exquisitely vulnerable when sharing sexual information of any kind. In addition, SG 
SAA clients may want to discuss experiences of unwanted sexual contact, but feel 
tremendous shame and vulnerability about this topic. 
Public-face issues. The psychotherapist should be aware of model minority 
issues, and how these may influence the SG SAA client’s presentation in therapy. The 
client may downplay or omit information that s/he fears will make a poor impression of 
his/her family. The client is likely to have experienced discrimination in the past, and 
may project their fears about assumptions and judgements onto the therapist. This may be 
even more relevant when discussing sexuality. Previous research showed that some SG 
SAA were afraid of being judged by their non-SAA therapists, and so were unwilling to 
discuss their sexual abuse histories (A. Gupta et al., 2011; Periyanayagam, 2008). This 
study’s participants described feeling silenced about sexual victimization, in part, due to 
fears of dishonoring the family’s public image. Therefore, public presentation and family 
honor may strongly influence the SG SAAs ways of engaging with and understanding 
painful family dynamics. 
Religion as an opportunity. One of the most unique aspects of this study was its 
engagement with Hindu religion. The participants described lives that were influenced 
heavily by Hindu culture, and this was true whether or not the participants described 
Hinduism as important to their identity. It would behoove the psychotherapist, then, to be 
aware of Hinduism’s influence on the SG SAA clients, and to be willing to engage with 
SG SAA clients about the role of religion in their lives. As discussed earlier in this 
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chapter, Hinduism may offer powerful means of developing culturally meaningful 
internal and external resources. 
Limitations of this Study 	  
This study was anonymous, online, and the participants were not required to 
answer all questions. As a result, I was not able to ask additional, exploratory questions, 
and was not able to ask a large number of questions. Doing so would have yielded more 
data. Moreover, because the participants were not required to answer every question, the 
number of answers declined with each additional question. Although previous research 
offers reasons for SAAs low participation in psychological studies, there is no way of 
knowing the exact reasons for the decline in answers. The study is a qualitative study, 
which means that these results may or may not be generalizable due to the small number 
of participants.  
 It is possible that the publicity related to the Delhi rape case may have 
confounded the study and led the participants to give more inflammatory answers. It 
appears that the co-incidence of recruitment and the media coverage of the rape had some 
influence, but that appears to have been more evident in the final number of participants, 
which was much larger than many qualitative studies with SAAs.  
 All of the above were possible limitations to the study, but the study’s results 
remain important and relevant. I considered the pros and cons of this particular design, 
and believe the study to have yielded a large number of honest answers with an unusually 
difficult population to recruit and study. 
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Call for Future Research 	  
This study both built on previous research and began research on new topic areas. 
SG SAAs are an understudied population, and future research could focus on their 
particular identity issues, including bicultural identity, Hindu identity, sexual identity and 
gender identity. Although I ended up accumulating data from both first and SG SAAs, the 
scope of the study included only SG SAAs. Future research could include both 
generations and thus lead to increased knowledge of minority psychology across 
generations. In addition, future research could also be longitudinal, and could track 
changes in gender and Hindu identity as SG SAAs mature.  
This study can support further research on SG SAAs help-seeking and clinical 
outcomes. There is much more that can be learned about how to work with SG SAAs in 
clinical settings, particularly around the area of sexuality and bicultural identity.  
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Appendix I: Terms and Definitions 	  
• South Asia: These are countries collectively known as the Indian subcontinent, 
namely, India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Nepal. Most, but not all of the 
literature on Hindu South Asian Americans is focused on people from India, Nepal, 
and occasionally, Sri Lanka.  
• South Asian: South Asian refers to person or persons who identify ethnically and 
culturally as a resident of South Asia.  
• South Asian American: This term refers to any person residing in the United States of 
America who descends from South Asia, including immigrants and their children. 
• First generation: This term refers to the first generation that chooses to take residence 
in America. These are the immigrants. 
• 1.5 generation: This term refers to immigrants who took residence in the USA during 
childhood or early adolescence. These immigrants came to the USA with their 
parents, the FG. This population was not born in the United States. 
• Second generation: This term refers to the second generation of SAA that reside in 
America; these are the children of the immigrants. This population was born in the 
United States. 
• Hinduism: Coined by the British, this term refers to the multitude of religions that are 
indigenous to India, excluding Jainism, Sikhism, and Buddhism. These religions are 
decentralized, with a vast number of texts, practices, beliefs, traditions, and teachers 
which vary regionally in terms of usage (Hawley & Narayanan, 2006; Pintchman, 
2007).  
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• Attitude: “A psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular 
entity with some degree of favor or disfavor” (Eagly, 2007). The favor or disfavor is 
experienced through feeling, thought and actions in response to the social object that 
is being evaluated (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). 
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Appendix II: the Coding Process and Codes 	  
The questionnaire began with a consent form and collection of demographic information, 
as well as questions about how important Hinduism was to the participant’s upbringing 
and identity. The questions about Hinduism helped me contextualize the participant’s 
later responses. 
The rest of the questionnaire is divided thematically into three parts. For the first 
20 responses, I began the coding process by going through each of the answers 
individually, and writing memos on each one, noting my reactions, interesting points and 
contradicting statements. As I continued to read responses, and noticed themes emerging, 
I went back over the previous responses and wrote some more notes and analytic memos. 
After doing this for some time, I began coding according to the three different sections of 
the questionnaire, which I describe below. Intermittently, I would go back over individual 
responses and continue the previous process of focusing on individual responses. In this 
way, my process was both circular and focused on both the nuances of individual 
responses as well as the larger picture. 
The questionnaire was divided, thematically, into three parts. I first went through 
all of the responses and coded the first section, then the second section along with the 
third, all the while writing analytic memos and discussing my codes and responses to the 
content with my advisors. 
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Part 1  	  
The first part asked for descriptions of the participants’ idealized Hindu female 
and male images. I asked about why these qualities/characteristics are important, and how 
the idealized Hindu female/male would demonstrate these qualities and characteristics. 
Finally, I asked the participants who/what are the most important influences on their 
idealized images, both as they were growing up and as adults.  
 The codes for this first section were quite general, and so the following step was 
to be more specific. 
Women Personal Characteristics. One participant wrote, “Quiet, in the 
background, submissive, wanting to please others, family oriented.” As I coded personal 
characteristics, I began to see that many repeated themselves, including “family oriented” 
and “submissive.” 
Women Work/Responsibilities. The same participant wrote, “Always being in 
the kitchen, not working outside the home.” “Kitchen,” “cooking,” and “home” were 
common words. 
Women Relationships to/with Others. This code often overlapped with 
women’s personal characteristics, which was not as much the case with men 
relationships/to with others. “submissive” and “family oriented” are two such examples. 
Likewise, I created codes called Men Personal Characteristics, Men 
Work/Responsibilities, Men Relationships to/with Others. 
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Parts 2 and 3 	  
The second part of the questionnaire focused on Hindu culture and sexuality. I 
asked about what the participants learned about female and male sexuality, and what their 
thoughts, feelings and reactions were. The third part of the questionnaire focused on 
unwanted sexual contact with women/girls. There was significant overlap in the content 
of these answers, and so I coded them together, first, with the general code of Sexuality. 
Under sexuality, I used the following subcodes: power, dominance/submission, blame 
language, indirect response, emotion (Anger), sexual pleasure, silence/hidden, and 
sexuality miscellaneous. Each of these codes specified the content and meaning of the 
participants’ statements. 
In addition to the above codes, I also coded for content related to bicultural 
identity, and any use of Hindu language.  
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Epilogue: Note to Mental Health Clinicians and Suggestions for further Study  	  
I would like the reader to be aware that this study is of a specific population, during a 
specific historical moment. As such, mental health clinicians must be aware that the 
study’s content and results cannot be extrapolated and applied categorically when 
working with SG SAAs. This study’s population were largely children of the FG SAAs 
who emigrated during the 1970s, and as such, had unique socio-economic factors and 
influences in their upbringing that cannot be assumed to be the case with SG SAAs 
whose parents immigrated later. For example, one difference may be in their exposure to 
region-specific temples and communities. When I was growing up in NJ in the 1980s, 
there was really only one local temple, and a diversity of SAA Hindus attended this 
temple. However, during the late 1980s and in the 1990s through today, many other 
temples have been built and these temples are often specific to certain regional affiliation 
(Gujarat, South India, etc). Therefore, the SG SAAs attending these temples would not 
have been taught the global type of Hinduism that I have described in my literature 
review. 
Above all, I suggest that mental health clinicians/readers consider the unique 
experiences and upbringing of their patients, and be cautious about making assumptions 
or generalizations. The conclusions and interpretations I make are based on the data and 
previous research, but I did not mean for them to be applied without reflection and 
consideration of the nuances of each patient’s life. 
A variety of disciplines have produced powerfully written and useful sources for further 
study on the subject area. I have compiled a list of some of the most pertinent sources that 
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I came across in my research, but this list is by no means exhaustive, or even 
comprehensive. 	  
Alba, Richard; Kasinitz, Philip; Waters, Mary C. (2011). The kids are (mostly) alright: 
Second-generation assimilation. Social Forces, 89(3), 763-773. Retrieved from 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=pbh&AN=59733225&site=
ehost-live&scope=site  
Alvarez, A. N., Singh, A. A., & Wu, J. (2012). The Asian American psychological 
association. The Counseling Psychologist, 40(5), 646-655. 
doi:10.1177/0011000012450416  
Bhatia, S. (2007). American karma: Race, culture, and identity in the Indian diaspora. 
New York, NY: New York University Press.  
Bhatia, S. (2012). Strategic subversions of the sacred: The Cultural psychology of 
religious identities. Culture & Psychology, 18(1), 60-75.  
Bhatia, S., & Ram, A. (2004). Culture, hybridity, and the dialogical self: Cases from the 
South Asian diaspora. Mind, Culture & Activity, 11(3), 224-240. Retrieved from 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=pbh&AN=15343179&site=
ehost-live&scope=site  
Das Dasgupta, S. (Ed.). (2007). Body evidence: Intimate violence against South Asian 
women in America. Piscataway, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  
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Hall, G. C. N., Teten, A. L., De Garmo, D. S., Sue, S., & Stephens, K. A. (2005). 
Ethnicity, culture, and sexual aggression: Risk and protective factors. Journal of 
Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 73(5), 830-840.  
Hall, G. C. N., & Yee, A. H. (2012). U.S. mental health policy: Addressing the neglect of 
Asian Americans. Asian American Journal of Psychology, 3(3), 181-193. 
doi:10.1037/a0029950  
Hunjan, S., & Towson, S. (2007). "Virginity is everything": Sexuality in the context of 
intimate partner violence in the South Asian community. In S. Das Dasgupta (Ed.), 
Body evidence: Intimate violence against South Asian women in America (pp. 53). 
Piscataway, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  
Kallivayalil, D. (2007). Mental and emotional wounds of domestic violence in South 
Asian women. In S. Das Dasgupta (Ed.), Body evidence: Intimate violence against 
South Asian women in America (pp. 81). Piscataway, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  
Liang, B., Goodman, L., Tummala-Narra, P., & Weintraub, S. (2005). A theoretical 
framework for understanding help-seeking processes among survivors of intimate 
partner violence. American Journal of Community Psychology, 36(1-2), 71-84. 
doi:10.1007/s10464-005-6233-6  
Min, P. G. (2010). Preserving ethnicity through religion in America: Korean protestants 
and Indian Hindus across generations. New York: New York University Press.  
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Narayan, A., & Purkayastha, B. (Eds.). (2009). Living our religions: Hindu and Muslim 
South Asian American women narrate their experiences. Sterling, VA: Kumarian 
Press.  
Poore, G. (2007). Silences that prevail when the perpetrators are our own. In S. Das 
Dasgupta (Ed.), Body evidence: Intimate violence against south asian women in 
america (pp. 107). Piscataway, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  
Prashad, V. (2000). The karma of brown folk. United States: University of Minnesota 
Press.  
Prashad, V. (2012). Uncle swami : South Asians in America today. New York: New 
York: New Press.  
Purkayastha, B. (2005). Negotiating ethnicity: Second-generation South Asian Americans 
traverse a transnational world. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press.  
Rajan, V. G. J. (2007). Fragmented self: Violence and body image among South Asian 
American women. In S. Das Dasgupta (Ed.), Body evidence: Intimate violence 
against South Asian women in America (pp. 94). Piscataway, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press.  
Roy, M. (1998). Mothers and daughters in Indian-American families: A failed 
communication? In S. Das Dasgupta (Ed.), A patchwork shawl: Chronicles of South 
Asian women in America (pp. 97). New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  
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Singaravelu, H. D. (2012). An Asian Indian woman's ethnic, sexual, and career identity. 
In S. H. Dworkin, & M. Pope (Eds.), (pp. 73-78). Alexandria, VA US: American 
Counseling Association. Retrieved from 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=psyh&AN=2012-00565-
007&site=ehost-live&scope=site  
Singh, A. A., Hays, D. G., Chung, Y. B., & Watson, L. (2010). South Asian immigrant 
women who have survived child sexual abuse: Resilience and healing. Violence 
Against Women, 16(4), 444-458. doi:10.1177/1077801210363976  
Singh, A., & Hofsess, C. (2011). Reclaiming the maiden: Use of archetypes in a 6-week 
women's empowerment group. The Journal for Specialists in Group Work, 36(1), 
41-61. doi:10.1177/1534765610369261  
Sue, S., Cheng, J. K. Y., Saad, C. S., & Chu, J. P. (2012). Asian American mental health. 
American Psychologist, 67(7), 532-544. doi:10.1037/a0028900  
Sue, S., Cheng, J. K. Y., Saad, C. S., & Chu, J. P. (2012). Asian American mental health: 
A call to action. American Psychologist, 67(7), 532-544. doi:10.1037/a0028900  
Tsai, J. L., Chentsova-Dutton, Y., & Wong, Y. (2002). Why and how we should study 
ethnic identity, acculturation, and cultural orientation. In G. C. Nagayama Hall, S. 
Okazaki, G. C. Nagayama Hall & S. Okazaki (Eds.), Asian American psychology: 
The science of lives in context. (pp. 41-65) American Psychological Association. 
doi:10.1037/10473-002  
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Tummala-Narra, P. (2004). Dynamics of race and culture in the supervisory encounter. 
Psychoanalytic Psychology, 21(2), 300-311. doi:10.1037/0736-9735.21.2.300  
Tummala-Narra, P. (2007). Skin color and the therapeutic relationship. Psychoanalytic 
Psychology, 24(2), 255-270. doi:10.1037/0736-9735.24.2.255  
Tummala-Narra, P. (2008). Hindu indian spirituality, female identity, and psychoanalytic 
psychotherapy. In C. A. Rayburn, L. Comas-Díaz, C. A. Rayburn & L. Comas-Díaz 
(Eds.), Woman soul: The inner life of women's spirituality. (pp. 209-220). Westport, 
CT US: Praeger Publishers/Greenwood Publishing Group. Retrieved from 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=psyh&AN=2008-07347-
017&site=ehost-live&scope=site  
Tummala-Narra, P. (2009). The relevance of a psychoanalytic perspective in exploring 
religious and spiritual identity in psychotherapy. Psychoanalytic Psychology, 26(1), 
83-95. doi:10.1037/a0014673  
Yell-oh girls! : Emerging voices explore culture, identity, and growing up Asian 
American (2001). In Nam V. (Ed.), New York: Quill.  
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